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Abstract 
This study investigates the socio-political and spatial dynamics of conversions of farms 
to wilderness landscapes and game farms in the KwaZulu-Natal Province in South Africa. 
Farm conversions increased in the 1990s alongside the expansion of the wildlife industry 
and have shaped the rural landscape significantly. The study pays particular attention to 
the roles of landowners and farm dwellers in these processes - two stakeholder groups 
with very different livelihood options and privileges. 
 
Several intersecting issues have emerged. Firstly, the conversions entrench the power 
disparities that long have characterised the South African countryside and continue to 
work against the post-apartheid politics of rural transformation. Secondly, they perpetuate 
and generate contestations over belonging and boundaries. Parallel to this run discourses 
and practices of securitisation; used to justify exclusion, inclusion, as well as violence. 
Importantly, the conversions are informed by trends of commoditisation, where nature, 
wildlife, heritage, and culture are increasingly privatised and assigned monetary values. 
 
Conceptually this study departs from the view that ‘nature’ and ‘wilderness’ are social 
constructs rather than realities with single definitions. It builds on critical approaches to 
nature, landscapes, heritage, and history. These constructs are charged with politics, and 
when unpacked they reveal how power relations shape the farm conversions and the use 
of the land. Central to understanding these concepts and how they interact in the farm-to-
wilderness transformation is the process of ‘othering’, where identities in these spaces are 
shaped by the juxtaposition of the ‘Self’ against the ‘Other’.  
 
The empirical material was generated through ethnographic fieldwork on privately owned 
farms in the borderlands of former Natal and KwaZulu, and research carried out at a 
provincial heritage conservation park in the north-eastern part of KwaZulu-Natal. The 
research includes six case studies where farms conversions took place between the 1980’s 
and the early 2000’s. But as the fieldwork revealed, the socio-spatial consequences stretch 
far beyond farm and park boundaries.  
 
This study shows how local histories and ideas of belonging play a key role in determining 
who and what belongs on the converted farms. Old colonial and apartheid borders still 
vii 
inform spatial hierarchies, and for farm dwellers the conversions have intensified 
processes of exclusion and displacement. Nonetheless, these dynamics are not 
undisputed. The post-apartheid land reform is challenging the unequal power structures 
in the rural landscape, and attempts to undermine farm dwellers rights are contested 
through formalised, legal avenues, as well as through extra-legal measures.  
 
Finally, the research offers important insights into how and why local narratives and 
contexts should not be obscured by national processes of land politics, or by global trends 
in nature conservation, as this will not only leave past injustices unresolved, it will also 
bring them into the future.  
 
Keywords 
Belonging; boundaries; contestations; farm dwellers; violence; game farms; heritage; 
wilderness; constructs of ‘nature’; land reform; power; dispossession; ethnography; 
KwaZulu-Natal; South Africa.  
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On terminology and language 
Our choices regarding language and terminology are inevitably political. In this regard 
we should not simply choose without reflection or claim to position ourselves as ‘neutral’. 
Nor can we expect to make perfect decisions with which everyone agrees. When I 
compiled the articles for this thesis I had to backtrack and check the choices I had made 
in this regard, as some texts were written years ago, and some just a few months ago. 
Especially texts that were already published as they had undergone journal edits and been 
adapted to standards set by the reviewers and the journals.  
 
To mention a few language choices that deserve comment and reflection, it was for 
example suggested that I should distinguish between ‘African’ and ‘black African’, as 
there are white people that identify as ‘African’. Given current debates of belonging, 
decolonisation and identity-politics, and the knowledges and insights that are generated 
through these processes, I am not comfortable with making this distinction. Simply put, 
considering my own positionality I should not claim African identities for other white 
people. Further, in the context of this study it would make little sense. Race and racial 
identities were frequently used by the research participants to discuss belonging in ways 
that have meanings for context and analysis. If I were to prescribe yet another layer to 
this – one that was never used in the field or in the literature I reviewed – what purpose 
would this serve?  
 
We can also consider the parallels with what Eusebius McKaiser says regarding attempts 
to impose a black identity on coloured people and the implications this has on coloured 
identities: 
 
“It is a debate that must take place among coloured people because identity 
runs deep, and it is the shared experiences and histories of coloured people 
that must inform how they – how we – want to self-identify. To impose 
political identities on coloured people from outside the community is to rob 
us of our agency to think through these complex moral and political issues 
that are implicated in the history of coloured people” (McKaiser Mail and 
Guardian 27 November 2015). 
 
xvii 
Further, in his book Run, Racist, Run (2015) he explains: 
 
“Of course races are not biologically stable concepts. But that does not change 
the history of racism, nor the fact that we have racialised identities as a result 
of the history of colonialism and apartheid. We cannot wish these lived 
experiences away. It is possible for race to be a social construction and still 
be a concept that operates on the world in the most powerful ways possible. 
Indeed, that is exactly the history of this country” (McKaiser 2015:177). 
 
In light of this it is necessary to ask what the implications would be if I, as an outsider, 
were to make additional choices regarding language and terminology that have no relation 
to the data or its interpretation. I leave that here with the readers for reflection.  
 
I have borrowed from Jill Kelly’s (2012) discussion on terminology in terms of the use 
of ‘African’ and ‘black’, whereas the latter refers to all people of colour, and the former 
to black people that identify as African (Ibid p. xii). Nonetheless, I also have to rely on 
context. Another example is the use of ‘Zulu’ as an ethnic identity and category of 
belonging is far from uncontested2. This is briefly discussed in article 4 in this study. 
 
In certain contexts in this study I use ‘African’ and ‘settler’, for example when discussing 
historical trajectories of the study area going back to the arrival of Europeans and their 
interactions with the people that were already living on and using the land. I use ‘native’ 
in conceptual discussions that build on the works of scholars such as Roderick Neumann 
(2000: 221), who criticises the ‘good native – bad native’ juxtaposition in the context of 
indigenous peoples and protected areas. 
 
‘African’, ‘white’, ‘Indian’ and ’coloured’ are problematic concepts as they are rooted in 
segregational oppressive contexts where they were used as “instruments of surveillance 
and control” (Kelly 2012: xii). Such contexts persist today, and one could argue that the 
use of these racial categorisations perpetuate processes of ‘othering’ and oppression. But 
they still inform dynamics of identity and social constructs of race and belonging; hence 
 
2 This subject is discussed and traced through history and political discourse in Zulu Identities. Being 
Zulu, Past and Present (Carton, Laband, and Sithole 2008).    
xviii 
they still hold meanings (McKaiser 2015). I follow these norms when necessary because 
of these meanings and their histories, and also because of how they were used by the 
research participants. 
 
There are a number of terms and expressions that are central to this thesis as well as to 
land debates and histories in South Africa that need explaining: 
 
Farm dwellers are “farmworkers, ex-farm workers and any person living on privately 
owned farms” (see Yeni in Daily Maverick 7 March 2018). They are former labour 
tenants, and are almost exclusively black, based on the economic and racial politics and 
spatial planning of the past (Platzky and Walker 1985).  
 
The term ‘location’ goes back to the 19th century and the colonial administration who 
wanted to move Africans from places where they could potentially become too influential 
or pose a threat, and to areas where they still held and occupied land (Guy 2013). I found 
that today ‘location’ is used in reference to places where poor, black people live. It is for 
example used in reference to apartheid resettlement areas such as Limehill (see map on 
page 51), but also to refer to black informal and formal settlements in general.  
 
Forced removals and relocations were the en masse State-sanctioned removals of black 
people from one area to another to create the spatial segregation envisioned by the 
apartheid government. In rural areas this meant the removal of black people from 
farmland into either settlements on reserve or trust land, or to Bantustans (Platzky and 
Walker 1985). Evictions from farmland still take place today whereas the landowners 
evict resident farm dwellers through more or less coercive methods (Hall 2007; AFRA 
2004).  
 
Bantustans were created by the central government (before apartheid they were called 
‘reserves’) with the purpose of focusing African settlements to specific territories. The 
idea was that someone’s ethnicity and traditions should determine where they lived. This 
was used to justify apartheid spatial policies and dispossession of black people from land. 
As a consequence, and because of the scarce resources in the Bantustans, this created a 
large labour reserve of unskilled and semi-skilled black workers who had to seek 
employment as migrant labour in the white economy (Platzky and Walker 1985).  
xix 
  
A ‘black spot’ refers to African freehold land acquired before 1913 that (during apartheid) 
was located in areas designated for whites. Black spots were in general subjected to forced 
removals.  
 
Without going into too much detail and depth, something should be said in terms of how 
we talk about farms, farming, and residents on farms. A ‘farm’ and a ‘farmer’ as well as 
a ‘farmhouse’ are terms that are often used for white-owned farms, white farmers and a 
single large (main) house for residential purposes. The same goes for ‘landowner’; this 
term implies a white person. One could derive this language practice from history, but we 
still use it today (cf. Ramutsindela 2012). During my fieldwork I often experienced that 
if a farm had a single owner that was not white, this was pointed out to me specifically. 
For example ‘this farm has an Indian owner’ or ‘this farm has a new owner, who is black’. 
 
1 
Battles over Boundaries and Belonging: Introduction 
This is a study about socio-spatial implications of contestations over belonging and 
boundaries. It is also about power, land, landscapes, wildlife, and people. In terms of place 
it is situated in a heritage and nature conservation park in north-eastern KwaZulu-Natal, 
and on private game farms in the borderlands of former Natal and KwaZulu / Zululand. 
In terms of space it is situated in African wilderness landscapes, on the ‘South African 
farm’, and in the post-apartheid politics of rural transformation. Discursively these spaces 
are embedded in an uneasy convergence of what is real and what is imagined. As I show 
in this study, these spaces entrench problematic identities and perceptions of people, 
animals, and wilderness. They perpetuate unequal power hierarchies, which are often 
violent, and which the powerful strive to maintain at the cost and the well-being and rights 
of the marginalised.  
 
The game farms are former cattle farms, converted for commercial wildlife and 
wilderness purposes for reasons spanning across economic, political, and emotional 
motivations (see Spierenburg and Brooks 2014; Snijders 2012; AFRA 2004). The 
conversions take place in the socio-political landscape of post-apartheid South Africa and 
its land reform programme, and as such they influence contestations over land and the 
need to address the stark inequalities in the country’s agricultural sector (Hall and Kepe 
2017; Mkhize 2014). They are also situated in global trends of increased commoditisation 
of wildlife and nature, and capitalist discourses supportive of conservation through trophy 
hunting (Barrett, Brooks, Josefsson and Zulu 2013; Fairhead, Leach and Scoones 2012; 
Hughes 2010; Brockington, Duffy and Igoe 2008) 3. 
 
The conversion process has multiple aspects. Usually it requires the fencing off of land 
in order to keep wildlife in, and unwanted elements out. For issues of safety and security 
the perimeter is often patrolled by armed guards. The landscape also changes from cattle 
grazing land to bush, so as to make it seem ‘wild’ (Brandt and Spierenburg 2014; Brooks 
et al 2011). Resident farm dwellers are often removed from the farms, sometimes 
resulting in severe consequences for their livelihoods and sense of belonging (Brooks and 
 
3 This study is one of several studies in the NWO-WOTRO Programme ‘Farm Dwellers, the Forgotten 
People? Consequences of Conversions to Private Wildlife Production in KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern 
Cape’ (grant number W 01.65.306.00), initially funded by SANPAD (grant number 06/32). 
2 
Kjelstrup 2014). Those who remain within the fortified boundaries have to adjust to the 
presence of dangerous wildlife and are expected to perform identities that fit the 
wilderness landscape; identities which often mimic stereotypes of the colonial safari 
experience (Brandt 2013; Ndebele 2007). ‘Wild’ spaces in particular tend to render 
Africans invisible, or only allow for their inclusion through strictly controlled conditions 
for belonging (Brooks, Spierenburg, Van Brakel, Kolk and Lukhozi 2011; Brooks 2005; 
Neumann 1998). 
 
Similar processes are taking place in a heritage and nature conservation park developed 
on former cattle farms in the eMakhosini valley. Through the process of developing the 
park, the landscape is re-imagined and transformed into a (mis-)representation of heritage 
and nature, one which perpetuates colonial images of who and what belongs in the 
specific ‘culture’ and ‘nature that the valley should represent’. The 19th-century Zulu 
heritage in the valley is considered a valuable asset, and through its ‘unique’ combination 
of heritage and wilderness the park is expected to generate economic growth through 
tourism (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002). Here too, resident farm 
dwellers are threatened with eviction to make way for the park. According to the vision 
of the park, they have no place in the heritage landscape. 
 
As I show in this study, the making of game farms and the heritage park result in 
strengthened positions for elite groups, and continued dispossession of the poor. The 
entrenchment of wilderness areas in the rural landscape is also played out against the 
objectives of the land reform. The conversion of farmland into wilderness areas often 
contradicts rural transformation and rights to land and belonging (Josefsson 2014; Fraser 
2007). Linked to this, and in particular regarding the lives and livelihoods of black people 
in rural areas, we find the forced removals of black people from farms, either executed 
by the apartheid government or enforced by landowners. This forms part of a long history 
of dispossession, going back to the arrival of settlers and the imposition of colonial rule 
(Guy 2013; Platzky and Walker 1985). None of these processes have gone by uncontested 
(see for example Brandt 2016; Brooks et al. 2011; Josefsson 2008; and article 3 in this 
thesis) and trying to understand and situate the contestations in the conversions of farm 
landscapes is a key part of this study. The contestations are not only about land, they are 
also about belonging, boundaries, identities and power (cf. Connor 2014 and her research 
in the Eastern Cape; see also Verweijen and Marijnen 2016; Brooks et al. 2011). 
3 
 
On the one hand, one can say that for farm workers and farm dwellers, the 
commoditisation of nature and the making of wilderness landscapes changes very little. 
Displacements are still taking place, and rural transformation is progressing slowly, with 
or without farm conversions (Hall and Kepe 2017; Devereux, Levendal and Yde 2017; 
Mkhize 2014; Walker, Bohlin, Hall and Kepe 2010). On the other hand, and as I suggest 
here, the fortification of boundaries and the conditional belonging and limits to access 
that tend to follow the making of wilderness areas exaggerate contestations and furthers 
displacement. Moreover, through discourses of securitisation, the urgency of protecting 
African wildlife, and maintaining frontiers, the use of violence is considered both 
necessary and normal in these spaces. This promotes further exclusion and accumulation 
(consider the similarities with transfrontier conservation areas, e.g. Massé and Lunstrum 
2015; Spierenburg and Wels 2006). A disturbing aspect of this normalisation is that it 
feeds on racist stereotypes: poachers and criminals are assumed to be black, and whites 
are depicted as guardians of nature and wildlife (cf. Neumann 2004). 
 
 
The unique contribution of this study is found in the empirical material and the location 
of the research - an area with long-standing histories of contestations over land, borders 
and belonging. I suggest a reading of the farm conversion dynamics that is based on the 
interplay between actors in the landscape, but also between the processes in which they 
are situated, such as the making of wilderness, power struggles, claims to belonging, and 
violence. For example, I suggest that wilderness landscapes are designed to secure 
resources and capital for the powerful, and at the same time maintain hierarchies of power 
and colonial-style relationship, leading to further dispossession and marginalisation of the 
poor. As I show, the way these processes are played out reflects local dynamics of place 
and space, but also to global trends of how ‘nature’ is constructed and politicised. 
 
This study is important because it looks at issues that are urgent and current, but it also 
draws attention to the complexities and the pasts by which they are surrounded. The 
structural and direct violence against black people, and the dispossessions and 
displacement of Africans are well-documented yet unresolved (see e.g. Hendricks et al. 
2013; Walker 2008: Hart 2002; Neumann 1998; Platzky and Walker 1985). So is rural 
transformation, considering the ‘crisis’ in South Africa’s land reform (Hall and Kepe 
4 
2017), and the aspect of job (in)security, livelihoods, and tenure reform for farm workers 
and dwellers (Devereux et al 2017; Mkhize 2014). It is the position of this study that a 
significant shift in power distribution is inevitable if the injustices of the past and the 
inequalities of today are to be addressed. This necessitates the recognition and inclusion 
of histories, heritage, and identities of the displaced and dispossessed.  
 
Aim of the Study 
This research aims to investigate the socio-political and spatial dynamics of game farms 
and wilderness areas in the KwaZulu-Natal Province of South Africa. Its focus is on the 
stakeholders and actors and their relational dynamics, and it aims to explore if and how 
the conversion of private farmland to wildlife- and wilderness-based forms of land use 
affects these dynamics. It further explores assumptions of belonging amongst the actors, 
and how their respective belongings are forged around land and landscapes, as well as in 
the intersectional politics of power. In addition to game farms, it also investigates these 
aspects in the heritage park that is being developed in the eMakhosini valley; a process 
also involving the transformation of farmland into ‘wilderness’.  
 
The game farms are in addition to trophy hunting and game viewing also offering heritage 
and historical experiences. The intent is therefore to identify similarities and disparities 
between the re-shaping of farmland in the valley and on the farms, as well as the 
consequences of this process. Conceptually, this research draws on an array of literature 
focusing on constructs of nature and culture, power, processes of othering, identities and 
belonging, and discourses of securitisation. This multifaceted conceptual lens aims to 
capture the complexities around landscapes, people, wilderness, as well as their 
relationships.  
Research questions 
This study departs from an assumption that the transformation of land and landscapes 
generates consequences for people on the land. Furthermore, it assumes that these 
consequences shape the relationships between different actors in these spaces, as well as 
their relationships to place. To guide the study in the exploration of these dynamics, the 
main research question is: 
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How are the spatialities and politics of belonging (re)negotiated in the creation of game 
farming and wilderness landscapes? 
 
Past and current contexts of contestations over land, and the inequalities cutting across 
race, gender and class in South African society are central to the framing of this study. 
The below sub-questions guide the research further with these aspects in mind: 
 
• Who are the stakeholders and actors in these spaces and processes, and what are 
their relational dynamics? 
• What are the ideological and political processes that shape the making of game 
farms and wilderness landscapes? 
• How are the dynamics of these processes influencing local contestations over 
boundaries and belonging? 
• How do local spatialities and narratives shape game farms and wilderness 
landscapes? 
• How do the converted farms and transformed landscapes fit into broader politics 
of belonging and contestations over land and resources, in particular in the context 




I have been inspired by a number of concepts throughout the course of the research and 
in the development of this study, and I have chosen to work with a conceptual framework 
that combines different interpretative lenses. This has several reasons, of which the most 
important one is to try to capture the complexities surrounding game farms and protected 
areas, including their socio-political contexts. Such multi-faceted reading, I believe, 
offers much in terms of insights into ‘webs’ of complex relations. Game farms and 
protected areas are made up of their physical boundaries, their landscapes, their 
inhabitants, histories, politics, socio-economic networks, symbols and – importantly – the 
power relations that are found across all spheres of society (cf. Peluso and Ribot 2020 on 
‘webs of powers’, and with Foucault 1980 on power as “net-like organisations”). 
 
In the sections below I examine the main concepts I use here. I explain how they frame 
the research and how they are used for interpreting the findings and analyses. The 
concepts are not theorised in great detail, but should rather be read as parts of the 
interpretative framework. 
 
There is a conceptual thread that runs through the research, namely that ‘nature’ is a social 
construct made to represent a meaning to which we can relate. The construct of nature is 
created out of discourse, it is not a fact or something that exists in a singular unchangeable 
way. (Dingler 2005, Soper 1995). Discourse also influences our behaviour and our social 
relations, and how we enact these in relation to our social constructs. So the way we 
construct nature reflects our values and beliefs, as well as our relationships, and as our 
understanding of the world changes, our idea of nature changes too (Greider and 
Garkovich 1994). Social constructs shape and are shaped by power relations, which are 
found everywhere: “The discourse of nature is a discourse of power where the 
constellations of power determine the construction of nature” (Dingler 2006: 209). I see 
this as a mutually interlinked process, where shifts in perceptions of nature can challenge 
and alter power figurations, and vice versa.  
 
Just like nature is a construct, so are culture, heritage, wilderness, stakeholders, ideas of 
belonging, boundaries, landscapes et cetera. All these concepts are made up of ideas, 
symbols, ideologies, dreams and perceptions, and as such they are discursive concepts 
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(Dingler 2005) and reflective of power configurations. What they mean, what they 
include (and what they do not) will be different for different individuals and groups. They 
inform both the abstract and material, and are traceable in notions of belonging, identity-
making, and ‘othering of people, place, and space.  
 
I have already mentioned the relationship between power and ‘nature’ and other social 
constructs. Power and power dynamics are found everywhere in all webs of relationships 
and networks (Foucault 1980). Based on this, understanding power relations is therefore 
important for the research. Peluso and Ribot (2020) consider power as “an effect that 
emerges from social relations and ongoing struggles within them” (p. 300), and that from 
these struggles it becomes apparent who can exercise power in relation to others. I say 
that the same is true when we unpack the social construct of nature; it unveils the power 
configurations behind its construction and helps us strip ‘nature’ from its often-assumed 
neutrality. Lastly, I agree with Dingler (2005) who says that power relationships are fluid, 
and who is powerful or powerless can shift depending on context. Being powerful does 
not mean having all the power, just as being powerless does not mean lacking power 
completely; powerful versus powerless is rather a relational dynamic where power is 
applied or expressed to varying degrees depending on context and positionality.  
 
Nature and wilderness 
‘Nature’ and ‘wilderness’ are constructed through contexts, subjectivities, and socio-
political trends. They can be renegotiated and reshaped to follow changes in the political 
landscape and power dynamics; hence they are neither static nor universal (see Dingler 
2005). For example, Kate Soper (1995) writes that Western nature involves both 
timelessness and nostalgic pasts (p. 187). This idea of nature rests on the assumption that 
it is distinct from humanity and human activities; it exists apart and independently from 
humans. It is a wilderness uncompromised by humans and modernity (Dingler 2005; 
Soper 1995). Castree (2001), in part building on Soper’s (1995) work, explains that “ideas 
of nature as either external, intrinsic, or universal are themselves social constructions, 
specific to Western social formations” (p. 10). There is no single objective knowledge or 
definition of nature; its meanings differ depending on social context and interpretations 
of the individual and the collective (Castree 2001: 10). In the context of this study, the 
choice to approach ‘nature’ and ‘wilderness’ as social constructs informs the reading of 
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the ethnography. This is used to conceptually approach dynamics of power, belonging, 
and contestations surrounding the game farms and the heritage park. How nature and 
wilderness are constructed and perceived is therefore integral to processes and means of 
‘othering’, and to the making of identities, landscapes, and heritage. 
 
‘Nature’ is not apolitical and – if it is to be understood as a concept – should be situated 
in historical as well as contemporary trajectories of ideology, knowledge, and symbolic 
values. As Brooks (2000) writes: “[t]o call a particular landscape ‘natural’ is to deprive it 
of its historical context” and that “designating a landscape as natural may hide from the 
more unpleasant features of the land’s history” (p. 64). In line with other scholars, e.g. 
Büscher and Ramutsindela (2015) Hughes (2005), Castree (2001) and Brooks (2000), I 
propose that cultural politics and knowledges of nature tend to embody and inform racial 
and gender stereotypes. As such they have been employed to inform politics of 
colonialism, conquest, patriarchy, as well as the justificatory narratives of the systematic 
exclusion of indigenous peoples. As Büscher and Ramutsindela (2015) state in their 
examination of peace parks and the reasons and consequences of ‘green violence’: 
 
“The consistent positing of peace parks as ideal spaces, through which deep-
seated colonial and mostly white anxieties and hopes for a ‘pure’ and 
‘pristine’ Africa continue to be recycled, places those that rupture the dream 
in a space of exception where neither the aspirations of the dream nor the 
legal right to life apply.” (p. 21).  
 
Further, nature tends to be feminised and attributed with qualities that require protection, 
a process which opens up for male dominance (Nesmith and Radcliffe 1997). Similarly, 
discrimination of ‘other’ social groups based on constructs of race was conceived through 
notions that European/white superiority was a ‘natural’ trait, and that indigenous peoples 
‘naturally’ were uncivilised and inferior (Draper, Spierenburg and Wels 2004; Castree 
2001; Neumann 1998). These are not just phenomena of the past; present-day natural 
resource management and nature conservation practices tend to reflect similar politics. 
Contemporary discourse around indigenous people in relation to nature conservation and 
natural resource management issues are still informed by reductionist notions of them 
being closer to nature, and in need of development and education (Neumann 1998). 
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How nature and wilderness are imagined, and how the imaginings stretch from the past 
into present and perhaps into the future, contributes to how they are constructed and 
realised. The desire to (re)make African wilderness is not only rooted in sentiments of a 
better, purer past, but also in an imagined ‘reality’ – something that has the potential to 
become real. ‘Third nature’ (Hughes 2005: 157) offers conceptual insights into this 
phenomenon. Whereas ‘first nature’ refers to a mythical, untouched wilderness, and 
‘second nature’ refers to a nature moulded by human activities (see Smith and O’Keefe 
1980), ‘third nature’ channels the potential in the landscape through desired imaginings 
of what could be, given certain conditions. (Hughes 2005). This imagined wilderness also 
holds potential to become a profitable asset, which makes way for the privatisation and 
commoditisation of nature and wilderness landscapes (Brooks et al. 2011). 
 
To understand how the concepts of first, second and third nature are valuable for this 
study, and for understanding ideas of ‘nature’ in general, Smith and O’Keefe (1980) 
provide useful insights in their analysis of Marxist scholarship. It is argued here that this 
analysis supports the theoretical reading of ‘nature’, but it also helps the understanding 
of the practical implications of relationships between nature, space and people. Meaning 
that how nature is constructed has material and abstract consequences. This is more or 
less what Smith and O’Keefe (1980) say: “the relation with nature is at the centre of 
human activity since people rely on nature for the fulfilment of fundamental needs” (p. 
32) and “Nature then becomes the material which has its form altered by productive 
labour, becoming also the material embodiment of exchange value; the wood is made into 
the commodity, the table. Things are produced, we assume, because they are needed, and 
the “relation with nature” is thereby a use-value relation” (p. 34). However, with 
capitalism, the use-value relationship with nature is distorted. Nature (first and second) is 
commodified and controlled by the class that owns the means of production. The other 
class own only their labour power, and they rely on its commercial value for survival 
Smith and O’Keefe 1980).  
 
The idea of first nature, the unspoilt natural environment, is commodified and packaged 
into a user-experience, one that is also controlled through either private property relations 
or through practices of in-/exclusion. Second nature is controlled by basically the same 
principles - ownership or control of natural resources. Through this process, first nature 
transcends and becomes second nature (Smith and O’Keefe 1980: 35). First nature is no 
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longer unprocessed, it is produced and consumed, it has users, buyers, producers, 
labourers, managers, and custodians. All of which are actors, and to varying degrees, 
stakeholders, in the relational dynamics between people, nature and space. These 
dynamics are shaped by power hierarchies that enable access for some and create 
restrictions and removals of others (cf. Ribot and Peluso 2003).   
 
Hughes (2005), focusing specifically on the cultural politics of environmental 
conservation using the Great Limpopo Transboundary Conservation Area as a case study, 
shows how the scale and spatialities of first and second nature extend across time. 
Through speculation and imagination third nature is formed. It is an idea, or a set of ideas, 
of something that can become if certain actions were undertaken and certain conditions 
fulfilled: “In this conditional sense, then, ideas of third nature often carry assumptions or 
predictions regarding human action or inaction.” And further, “Given its virtual quality, 
third nature is fungible in a way that second nature is not.” (Hughes 2005:158). 
 
The temporal qualities of third nature are important. They invoke sentiments of a glorified 
and distant past, one that favours ideals over realities, often encompassing untouched 
African wilderness. As Hughes (2005) puts it: “The “Cape to Cairo” conservationist 
dream smacks of imperial nostalgia” (p. 174). This imagined idealised nature or 
wilderness is projected onto the present landscape, it shows how these ideals can be 
realised in the future. Third nature is however more than an abstract thought exercise. It 
generates spatial and socio-economic consequences, because those who dream these 
dreams are often in positions that allow them to influence policy and practice. Hughes 
(2005) mentions conservationists specifically:  
  
“Southern African conservationists imagine a continental space for tourists 
and investors and village spaces for peasants. At the continental scale, 
economically minded ecologists seek to heal the scars of partition and to let 
game and game viewers run free. They dream the African dream, and they 
dream of making money. Indeed, this form of planning treats future profits as 
certain—it is a conjuring act with respect to time.” (P. 173) 
 
To some extent this answers the question ‘whose imaginings? (see the paragraphs above.) 
Those who hold the power over space, place and people, and in this context it is important 
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to mention animals as well, are those who can project their imaginings onto the canvas of 
discourse, policy and practice. In line with Smith’s and O’Keefe’s argument (1980) we 
could say that this manifests as control over labour and resources, where the key resources 
are ownership and control of land and nature. ‘Nature’ in this regard includes space, place, 
and ideology, as well as its inhabitants (plants, animals, and in many cases people). As 
this study focuses mostly on private land, it is important to emphasise that power over 
nature (be it first, second or third) relies on private property laws. Landowners are perhaps 
the most obvious power-holders, who considering the history and politics of the study 
area, are predominately white men. Traditional leaders hold significant power here as 
well. These groups are distinguished elites (see e.g. Massé and Lunstrum 2015; Ngubane 
and Brooks 2013; Draper et al. 2004; Singh and Van Houtum 2002), they own land, they 
possess capital, and they have political power. Conservationists, trophy hunters and 
tourists fall into the elite group as well. They have wealth and status, and can consume 
nature, and importantly, they fit into the dominating spatialities of nature conservation 
and acceptable users of wilderness areas (see below, Landscape and meanings). 
 
Power also includes power of discourse, narratives, and formalised institutional 
frameworks, such as policy and law, and individuals and groups that are in powerful 
positions often shape how social constructs are made. Elite groups (see above) can 
therefore influence how nature is imagined, and how third nature is conceived. For 
example, many landowners who have converted to wildlife-based forms of production 
have embraced the idea of transforming their land into a pristine African wilderness that 
also generates profit. In this idealised space they serve as custodians (see also Bunn 1996) 
and continue their hold over land and other resources. Less powerful groups no doubt 
imagine ‘nature’ as well, and can exercise control over resources, to a varying extent. But 
for those who are less powerful or even dispossessed, it is substantially more difficult to 
influence the spatial and economic politics of nature. This is because in comparison to 
the powerful they lack resources to influence spatial politics and policy. 
 
The powerful also shape the avenues and means of resistance and contestation, meaning 
that the powerless have to adapt to institutional frameworks written and dominated by 
elites if they are to use legal or formalised platforms for their claims. These formalised 
institutions that may be difficult for them to access in an equal and just way (for insights 
into these dynamics in state conservation areas as well as on private land, see for example 
12 
Brandt et al. 2018, Barnaud and Van Paassen, 2013 Ramutsindela 2012, Hughes 2005). 
Moreover, the discursive transformation from agricultural to wild renders the past human 
presence invisible, making it harder for the powerless to voice and enact claims to 
belonging as their histories are obscured (Brooks et al. 2011). Ultimately, it is the 
continuation of unequal power relations that enable elite groups to dominate the 
construction of nature, what it should be, and how it can be used.  
 
Landscapes and meanings 
Greider and Garkovich (1994) write that “Cultural groups transform the natural 
environment into landscapes through the use of different symbols that bestow different 
meanings on the same physical objects or conditions (p. 2). Our socio-cultural contexts 
make landscapes into something that makes sense to us, and our ideas of what fits and 
what does not reflect the way we see ourselves in relation to that space. If the landscape 
is transformed into something that undermines these ideas, our perceptions of ourselves 
can also be undermined (Ibid). Landscapes therefore represent different contexts, 
meanings as well as potential uses, depending on the observer or interpreter (cf. Cosgrove 
1984; Brandt 2013: 10-11).  
 
In this study, ‘landscapes’ and ‘African landscapes’ are approached as constructs forged 
out of ideas of belonging and hierarchies, as well as of histories of conquest and 
resistance, and notions of African nature. They are also shaped by contemporary politics 
of rural transformation and land reform, processes which are challenging old power 
relations, hence affecting the meanings of the landscapes. Coded with representations of 
imaginings and motivations aimed at finding their ‘true’ meaning or purpose (Wels 2015: 
27-28), which differ between conflicting groups, they reflect power struggles over the 
belonging and meanings (Neumann 2011). The histories of the landscapes and their 
meanings can therefore aid the understanding of these struggles. For this I draw on 
Neumann (1998) who in his research on nature conservation and African national parks 
uses the symbolic meanings of landscapes as a point of analysis (also see Neumann 2011). 
He writes that the “European appropriation of the African landscape for aesthetic 
consumptions is inseparable from the appropriation of African land for material 
production” (p. 9). He elaborates on Cosgrove’s (1984) ‘ways of seeing’, where the 
observers - originally European settlers - place themselves as outsiders consuming the 
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landscape; and thereby claiming a view of interpretation and dominance. Further, as 
Neumann (2011) points out, there is a useful overlap between political ecology and 
landscape studies in which we find the convergence of histories, narratives, contestations 
over land, property rights, and meanings, and the social construction of nature. For the 
making of landscapes, which follow the same processes as the making of nature (in this 
case African nature), is about control over nature and people, and control over meanings, 
in other words how landscapes are produced and consumed (Neumann 1995, see also 
Williams 1973).    
 
The forging of binaries to categorise landscapes and natures - such as ‘nature-culture’, 
‘pristine-cultivated’, and ‘practical-leisure’ - should be “understood within the context of 
the massive social changes in the transition to industrial capitalism” (Neumann 1998:21; 
1995). Wels (2015) explains that “this landscapism not only holds for the publicly 
managed wildlife areas of national parks described by the example of the KNP [Kruger 
National Park] but also for the privately owned reserves in South and Southern Africa” 
(p. 22). As I show, alongside other scholars (e.g. Brooks et al. 2011; Cronon 1996), these 
binaries continue to inform ideologies and practices in natural areas and wilderness 
landscapes. 
 
In the context of protected areas in Africa, landscape constructions are made up of an 
imagined African wilderness (cf. Brooks et al. 2011; Hughes 2005), one which sometimes 
include African peoples (see Draper et al. 2004). This construct is coupled with notions 
of what legitimate users should experience and have access to, and at the same time what 
they should not. The architects or stewards of these spaces – those in positions of power 
– aim to reposition the landscapes towards their visions of wilderness, based on “their 
feeling of what is ‘fitting’ and right’” (Wels 2015: 28). As a consequence, contrasting 
categories of assets and threats are created. For example, African wildlife is an asset, 
whereas African people or signs of ‘civilisation’ in many instances are considered to 
undermine or threaten the landscape experience. Wels (2015: 67) and Bunn (1996: 48) 
also point out that African wilderness landscapes are coupled with masculinities of 
prowess, survival, and dominance; traits which in the context of game- and trophy-
hunting farms become exaggerated (Brandt 2016: 10). Lastly, local histories, ecology and 
topographical features inform (at least in part) how the landscapes are imagined and 
transformed, which translates into conditions for belonging and access (Brooks et al. 
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2011: 263, 271). In this study, the landscapes of the game farms and the heritage park are 
conceptualised in a similar way to that of protected areas. However, they are also shaped 
by private property relations and histories of white ownership and dynamics between 
farmer and farm labour (Spierenburg 2020).  
 
‘Othering’ and the making of identities 
Central to this study is the process of ‘othering’. Analyses of othering emerged in 
postcolonial theory, notably by scholars like Spivak (1985) and Said (1995). Othering is 
where one’s own identity and belonging is forged through the classification of others as 
distinctly different and distant from oneself. It is the juxtaposition of the ‘other’ that 
makes the ‘self’. Othering is also about power, where the powerful holds the means of 
definition, and thereby assumes the position of the ‘self’. Further, the ‘self’ is assumed to 
constitute the norm, and anyone or anything that diverts from this norm is placed in the 
category of the ‘other’ (see Singh and Van Houtum 2002). The ‘other’ also includes 
landscapes, countries, regions, religions, races, cultures, genders and geographies. Said 
(1995) for example, describes how in the making of Europe and Europeans as the ‘self’, 
the Orient is juxtaposed to Europe. In this construct, the Orient is reduced and exoticised 
into a homogenous culture and place, with people and practices that are only understood 
in relation to Europe. 
 
In the context of national parks, Neumann (1998) claims that the conceptualisations of 
wilderness spaces “help to conceal the violence of conquest and in doing so not only deny 
the Other their history, but also create a new history in which the Other literally has no 
place” (p. 31). Othering further amplifies the dreaming and making of untouched 
wilderness, as it prescribes belonging and inclusion/exclusion in the self-other binary (cf. 
Draper et al. 2004). The ‘self’ is the European conservationist, often a trophy hunter, who 
is affluent, white, and educated. He cares for nature and wild animals. The ‘other’ is 
African, he is poor, uncivilised, and possesses little knowledge about nature outside its 
instrumental values (Neumann 2004: 825). These may be two extreme characters 
positioned against one another in the wilderness landscape, but nonetheless they are 
perpetuated by the media, and in discourses of a ‘war’ to protect Africa’s wildlife and 




Analysing identities helps unpack empirical findings, and in order to do so ‘identities’ has 
been given a conceptual meaning. In this research, identities are read as social constructs 
“within socio -economic and political context” (Mhiripiri 2009: 39), and much like the 
politics surrounding notions of ‘nature’, there are competing agendas and contrasting 
ideas in the construction of identities as well. Cultural representation contributes to the 
making of identities (Mhiripiri 2009), and therefore it is important to understand how 
these representations are generated, and by whom, as the identities put on display are not 
neutral or given. Mhirpiri (2009) further says that people and groups are assigned social 
identities, but they also create their own, and this process is interlinked. However, “they 
often do so in circumstances that are not of their own choosing” (Delport 2007: 6 in 
Mhiripiri 2009: 39). Here, the interpretation of identities, how they are used, prescribed 
and from where the originate, departs from an assumption that identities are charged with 
politics, much like what Mhiripiri (2009) and Cronon (1996) describe. When used in a 
prescriptive or conditional manner, as I show in my research that they are, identities 
reflect power relations, ideology, and discourse. This is particularly clear in the vision 
and implementation of the heritage park (article 4 this thesis), where the idealised ‘Zulu’ 
(promoted by Amafa and other powerful stakeholders) is an integral part in the making 
of the heritage landscape. This stereotype is however far removed from the Zulu people 
living in the eMakhosini valley today, and as is shown, they are excluded from the 
heritage park, for this as well as other reasons.  
 
As evident by the examples above, othering and identity-formation are linked, and 
identities are often catalysed through power relations. The powerful controls the view 
through which identities are prescribed, assumed and imposed: “Apparently, he who 
initiates and promotes a power knowledge discourse usually does so to image relations 
that are skewed in favour of his own positioning in the social encounter with Others, 
especially if the dominant discourse is supported by ideological and military power on 
the ground.” (Mhiripiri 2009). Cronon (1996) asks the question: “Why in the debates 
about pristine natural areas are "primitive" peoples idealized, even sentimentalized, until 
the moment they do something unprimitive, modern, and unnatural, and thereby fall from 
environmental grace?” (p. 21). Draper et al (2004) show, using Neumann’s (2000) 
terminology, how Africans are often classified as either ‘good’ or ‘bad natives’, where 
the closer they are to nature the better, and vice versa (p. 347). A native person is expected 
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to belong to a certain place, often far from the civilised West (Appadurai 1988), and 
“assumed to represent their selves and their history, without distortion or residue” (p. 37).  
 
In South Africa’s recent conservation politics disadvantaged groups can supposedly no 
longer simply be removed if they do not fit the vision or the purpose of the conservation 
efforts or area in question. ‘Community conservation’ has been put forward as a solution 
that allows for the inclusion and benefit of local people. Nevertheless, dreams of the 
idealised untouched African wilderness remain, and inclusionary measures of 
community-based approaches often end up heavily regulated and conditional. This can 
generate a belonging which is negotiated through so-called ‘enforced primitivism’ 
(McNeely and Pitt 1985: 51), which follows the ‘good native – bad native’ categorisation. 
In this scenario, Africans can only exist if they are native enough to not disrupt the 
wilderness landscape and its profitability, whether real or imagined (Draper et al. 2004; 
Hughes 2000, Neumann 2000, see also Bruner and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1994, Malkki 
1992, and Appadurai 1988). 
 
Parallels can be seen with how Bunn (1996: 47) describes Natal and Zululand game 
reserves, where this study is situated, as landscapes coded with ‘ethnic identification’. He 
exemplifies this by how workers – trackers, game guards, domestic workers – wear 
uniforms that represent typical safari images (see Bruner and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1994 
for comparison). Conservationists and hunters hold a powerful position in in the game 
reserve, often assuming an identity as a steward over nature, and a guardian of the frontier 
(Josefsson 2014; Hughes 2010; Neumann 2004). This is also a type of codification, where 
the roles they assume and identify with, invoke stereotypical images of the African safari, 
big game hunting, and conservationists (see for example Barrett et al. 2013; Nustad 2011), 
identities which maintain the power imbalance between race, gender, and class (see Bunn 
1996).  
 
In their article on green violence, Büscher and Ramutsindela (2015) present an example 
of how power over discourse and resources enables identity-making through othering. As 
part of the anti-poaching strategies in the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park, high officials 
in KNP and in the private nature reserves west of KNP state in interviews that they have 
invested in information networks in local communities: The informants are considered 
‘good citizens’ and the poachers and those affiliated with poaching are considered ‘bad 
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citizens’ (Ibid p. 12). Read against the ‘good native- bad native’ binary (Neumann 2000), 
and further, against the conditional belonging discussed below, we see that this type of 
division is not new, but a continuation of modes of spatial control, such as othering.   
 
Belonging and power 
Belonging is a challenging concept. I use it here to explore aspects of power dynamics, 
and alongside other key concepts of this study, I position ‘belonging’ as a social construct. 
Whether used to grant or reject belonging to a nation state through citizenship, or to 
determine someone’s rights to land (see Rutherford 2008, Peters 2004), the notion that 
some belong carries with it that others do not, and that there are institutions, groups or 
individuals who are positioned to determine these definitions. For example, Ong (1996) 
writes that “hegemonic ideas about belonging and not belonging in racial and cultural 
terms often converge in state and nonstate institutional practices through which subjects 
are shaped in ways that are at once specific and diffused” (p. 738). The criteria for 
belonging are often based on the ideologies and characteristics of the dominant group. 
Hence, by looking critically at who determines belonging, who they are and whose 
interests are represented, we can shine a light on the material and discursive consequences 
of how belonging is constructed and practiced.   
 
Blair Rutherford’s work on conditional belonging (2008) is useful for analysing how 
belonging is negotiated for and imposed on farm workers and dwellers on privately owned 
farms. He suggests that belonging is conditional in relation to the landholder.  
 
“ ‘Modes of belonging’ refers to the routinized discourses, social practices 
and institutional arrangements through which people make claims for 
resources and rights, the ways through which the become ‘incorporated’ in 
particular places” (Rutherford 2008: 79). 
 
The practical and discursive application of belonging is enabled through interactions 
between farm workers and the landholders, and the interactions reflect the power relations 
between these groups. This means that rights to belonging, and also as Rutherford (2008) 
emphasises, recognition of belonging, are shaped by “dependencies and 
interdependencies” (Ibid p. 95) between the actors. Hence the concept of ‘belonging’ 
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helps to unpack the power dynamics in these spaces. Belonging, how it is constructed and 
enacted, is therefore useful as a lens into control of land and labour, and into the relational 
dynamics between individuals and groups, and between people and places. 
 
Peters (2004) states that the definition of ‘belonging’ is often narrowing following social 
conflicts over land (p. 302). Consider for example, how farm dwellers in the eMakhosini 
valley, were relabelled as ‘occupiers’ by Amafa once the heritage park was initiated 
(Josefsson 2008 and article 4 in this thesis). And how farm dwellers and workers are 
denied rights to belonging when private farms are transformed into game farms (Brandt 
et al. 2018, Brooks and Kjelstrup 2014, Josefsson 2014). Peters explains this as a 
consequence of commodification. When land becomes property, belonging changes 
“from someone belonging to a place to a property belonging to someone; in short, a shift 
from inclusion to exclusion” (2004: 305). The dispossession of material and social 
belonging for those who lack ownership of the resource is justifiable thought the very 
same process, the very idea of private property would otherwise lack meaning.   
 
In the context of this study, the making of wilderness areas and efforts to transform spaces 
from cultivated to wild are also social projects, in addition to the process of securing 
control over material resources. As social projects they are designed to enable spatialised 
control and power (see Rutherford 2008) through ascribing belonging with certain 
identities and narratives. Conditional belonging in spaces of unequal power relations, 
such as farms and game farms in Southern Africa, is on the one hand used towards 
continued dispossession of the marginalised and accumulation of wealth for the elite, and 
on the other hand to maintain distinctions between different groups that presume a 
hierarchy of culture, race, gender (see for example Josefsson 2014, Fraser 2007).   
 
As Rutherford (2008) points out, belonging can have different meanings. Sometimes 
‘belonging’ in the legal sense clashes with social belonging; this is quite common in 
competing claims over land. The material and emotional losses experienced by farm 
dwellers in KZN, South Africa, who were relocated from their homes due to the 
establishment of a game reserve, exemplify this (Brooks and Kjelstrup 2014). In this case, 
the farm dwellers’ rights to belonging were not recognised by the legal system, and they 
had to relocate in favour of the game reserve (Ibid). The social and emotional 
consequences were dire, as documented by Brooks and Kjelstrup (2014) and Kjelstrup 
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(2011). Cousins and Claassens (2006) argue that tenure rights should consider those who 
use and live on the land and the social networks within which they function. According 
to them, tenure reform should go beyond the social and political to avoid the imposition 
of ‘customary’ ownership of land. This is because “‘Custom’ is often invoked in 
describing the nature of land rights and claiming legitimacy for them” (Ibid p. 2). The 
consequences of this are concentration of power and wealth for traditional leaders, and 
continued dispossession of the poor (see Mtero et al. 2019 and Fraser 2007). This 
highlights how law and policy fail to recognise different types of material belonging and 
land rights (Cousins and Claassens 2006) and how other forms of attachment, such as 
emotional and ancestral, are not recognised Brooks and Kjelstrup (2014). 
 
Eriksson (2017) makes some interesting points about belonging in the context of the so-
called farm worker strike in the Western Cape in 2012/2013. She mentions her difficulties 
with representing farm workers in her work, as “histories of belonging (or not) in 
commercial farming areas and positioning within power hierarchies of race, gender and 
nationality, have produced differentiated attachments to, and possibilities of claiming, 
“farm worker” as an identity” (Ibid p. 250). Her work was further challenged by farmers, 
farm managers and farm workers who claimed that the strikers were not ‘real’ farm 
workers Ibid p. 248). The protesters were mainly seasonal workers living off-farm, and 
coming from other provinces or neighbouring countries. Many of them were women. 
Those claiming that this group are not real farm workers, subscribed to the dominant 
notion of farm workers: male, coloured, and living on the farm in an established 
dependency on the farmers (Eriksson 2017). In this case, belonging is defined through 
work trajectories, gender and race, and it used by farmers and farm managers to deny 
legitimacy to the strikers’ claims to better salaries and working conditions.   
 
In wilderness areas or ‘wild’ spaces, ‘spatial purification’ is integral to the process of 
wildification4 as well as for determining the conditions for belonging. Sibley (1988) 
defines spatial purification as “a distaste for or hostility towards the mixing of unlike 
 
4 The term ‘wildification’ is from Chandivert (2010) and his research on pastoralism and heritage in the 
Pyrenees. He talks about the reintroduction of bears in the Pyrenean mountains in the context of 
‘wildification of the massif’ (literal translation of ensauvagement du massif ” p. 128, 137), and the 
contestations around biodiversity preservation and pastoralism as heritage. I use the term to describe the 
process of making a cultivated or cultural landscape ‘wild’ through for example the reintroduction of 
wildlife and bush, and the removal of evidence of for example farming. 
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categories, an urge to keep things apart” (p. 409). This refers to the exclusion of others in 
order to create a pure social space by defining social relations and boundaries. That or 
those which deviate from the norms prescribed by social rules become ‘pollutants’, and 
must undergo a purification or be removed (Sibley 1988: 410). The making of wilderness 
areas into something pristine that existed in an imagined past, or into fantasies of 
something that could potentially be realised in the future, often leaves only what is 
perceived to belong and ‘fit’ within its definition. Polluting elements, for example ‘bad 
natives’ (see Neumann 2000; Draper et al. 2004), signs of civilisation (Cronon 1996), and 
alien species (cf. Ballard and Jones 2011), are either wished away or removed by those 
with the power to shape the wilderness spaces. Moreover, this also enables spatial control 
of what and who exists within the demarcated boundaries, which in turn works in 
conjunction with claims to belonging.  
 
Fraser (2007) argues that a ‘colonial present’ prevails in the South African countryside 
through colonial-style relations between white farmers’ and traditional authorities’ 
control of capital, assets, and continued accumulation. He builds on Derek Gregory’s 
(2004) analysis of the politics of terror and war in the Middle East, which according to 
Gregory, generates meanings of othering between the West and the East. These meanings 
are inscribed with narratives and representations that mimic the ‘material and discursive 
power’ by the colonial powers of the 19th century (Fraser 2007: 836). Fraser observes 
similar material and discursive power emanating from the politics around the post-
apartheid land reform insofar that it maintains the power (im)balance in the agricultural 
economy as a consequence of the colonial present. Although Fraser (2007) focuses on the 
material outcomes, the colonial present can also be used as an approach to understand 
relationships between white landowners and black workers, as well as relational dynamics 
between different stakeholders in the contemporary South African farming landscape. 
Colonial-style relationships tend to still inform the roles in the power hierarchies on farms 
and game farms, and inform aspects of belonging and identity-making (Brandt and 
Josefsson 2017; Josefsson 2014).  
 
The frontier 
In this research, the idea of the frontier is critical for understanding the making of 
belonging and of identities. The frontier also appears in discourses of fear and 
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securitisation, and is invoked to justify actions to protect people and property. These 
actions are often violent and perpetuate practices of exclusion and inclusion. The 
relationship between property, law and space offers a moral sanctuary for the use of 
violence, and the frontier is integral to this relationship (Blomley 2003). Conceptually, 
the frontier performs several functions. For example, in colonial geography, the frontier 
separated civilised and advanced societies from the savage and disorderly ones (see e.g., 
Hall 2002). In his famous novel Waiting for the Barbarians (2004) Coetzee depicts the 
tensions of the colonial frontier. There, fear, violence, doubt and danger converge with 
forbidden attractions towards wilderness and the unknown, and the seemingly clear-cut 
(colonial) world order appears opaque. This notion, that the superior ‘self’ is located 
inside the frontier, in contrast to the uncivilised ‘other’ found outside in the wild, still 
prevails (Blomley 2003; also see Josefsson 2014; Hall 2002). In a more material sense, 
the frontier separates property-holders from the landless and protects the exclusive use of 
resources or certain spaces (Blomely 2003; Ballard and Jones 2013).  
 
As mentioned in several places in this thesis, the farms on the Mzinyathi River hold a 
position as ‘frontier farms’, and although today this position is mostly discursive, it 
remains embedded in the identities of the landscape. Several battles were fought in this 
area, and the river has served as a boundary between a number of conflicting groups and 
their territories. This is explained in more detail in article 2 and in ‘The District: Situating 
the study’. Similarly, the idea of the frontier also appears in the narratives constructed 
around protected areas. Whilst wilderness one the one hand is associated with danger and 
fear, and the frontier was created to protect against this, it on the other hand offers the 
potential to experience adventure and unspoiled nature5. In this regard, wilderness spaces 
function as frontiers against an increasingly artificial world, where one can enjoy respite 
from the modern world (Hall 2002). Importantly, the wilderness in question is a culturally 
constructed and commodified space, a transformation which follows on the development 
of wilderness as a resource (Hughes 2005; Smith and O’Keefe 1980). As Hall (2002) puts 
it, “the value of wilderness is not static” (p. 284). It has changed from something to fear 
and avoid into something desirable.  
 
5 Hall (2002) examines this process in his work ‘The Changing Cultural Geography of the Frontier: 
National Parks and Wilderness as Frontier Remnant’. He shows how Western attitudes towards 
wilderness and the frontier have changed over time, and how the creation of national parks, mirrors the 
changing values and eventually the commodification of nature.   
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Transfrontier conservation areas are particularly interesting for unpacking the idea of the 
frontier. Several scholars have investigated their spatial, socio-political and economic 
dynamics (Büscher and Ramutsindela 2015; Massé and Lunstrum 2015; Barrett 2013; 
Andersson et al. 2013; Büscher 2013; Noe 2010; Ramutsindela 2007; Duffy 2006, 2005; 
Draper et al. 2004, to mention a few), and a cursory reading suggests that the 
amalgamation of State borders and protected areas forges a frontier space which amplifies 
the relationship between wildlife / wilderness, securitisation, elite accumulation, and 
exclusion of ‘others’. Importantly, the formerly disorderly frontier is transformed into a 
space of order and control.   
 
The frontier is not just a border. It is a social construct reflective of values and cultural 
symbolisms, and often a focal point for competing claims to belonging. Büscher (2013) 
writes:  
 
“It will always be a space on its own, riddled with contradictions and 
struggles, mired in ambiguities and uncertainties. It is this space that allows 
the negotiation of the inherent tensions between material realities and reified 
representations.” (p. 9).  
 
The Magistrate in Coetzee’s novel undergoes a sort of identity-crisis and questions his 
own belonging, as well as that of the Empire, when he is confronted with (his) realities 
of the frontier. As Hall (2002) explains, the values we attribute to the frontier changes 
alongside changes in society and politics at large. The same is true for nature, landscapes 
and other concepts, and of course for how we view ourselves. Our social constructs are 
reflective of our identities and belonging.  
 
Frontiers are also centred in webs of power. Seeking out new frontiers is an expression 
of power, and similarly the ability to define a frontier requires a position of power. 
Further, maintaining and securing frontiers is a way to maintain power relations. But 
frontiers are also spaces of ongoing negotiations, a frontier is never static, politically or 
otherwise. In this lies possibilities to envisage futures that are different and maybe better 
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than the past or the present6. At the same time, it opens up spaces for contestations 
between competing interests and groups. The study area for this research is subject to 
multiple power struggles around frontiers. Both the heritage park and the game farms, 
particularly those bordering on the Mzinyathi River, are conceptualised to perform a 
version of a sanitised past which makes sense in a sanitised future. They are frontiers 
against modernity, land reform, changing socio-political relations, and threats to wildlife 
as well as history. The landowners and park management see it as their role to develop 
this vision and for that they need to control the frontier (see article 2 and 4 this thesis). If 
the frontier crumbles so could the power hierarches.  
 
Access 
Property and property rights are understood as relational, in that having property rights 
means having power over something that others cannot use or access. This right includes 
the ability to exclude others, which is regulated and enforced by law or other institutional 
practices (Blomley 2003). Property rights and access to property are, just like with any 
resource, reflective of social hierarchies of race, class, and gender. Property also requires 
spatial definitions. It needs a boundary that separates that which falls inside its 
demarcation from that which is outside. It also requires legitimate and recognised 
concepts and means (note, legitimate from the perspective of the power-holder), such as 
surveys, maps, and boundaries. While these are used to define property, laws are 
developed for property to be enacted; to keep it for some whilst excluding others 
(Blomley 2003). Therefore, “at its core, property entails the legitimate act of expulsion, 
devolved to the state” (Ibid p. 130). This act is often violent, either directly or implied 
(see article 3 this thesis).     
 
A concept that is frequently used in this thesis is ‘access’. Similar to ‘belonging’ and 
‘identities’ it tells us a lot about power relations if we analyse its meanings and uses, and 
the consequences thereof (Peluso and Ribot 2020). As I show in this research, access is a 
point of contention, as other scholars in the same research programme also have shown. 
 
6 Consider for example the Peace Parks Foundation in Southern Africa who wants to realise the dream of 
reconnecting “Africa’s wild spaces to create a future for man in harmony nature”. 
(https://www.peaceparks.org/about/the-dream/) through the establishment of transfrontier conservation 
areas.   
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Both with regards to how access is negotiated between landowner and farm dwellers, and 
how the farm conversions shape this dynamic (see for example Spierenburg 2020; Brooks 
and Kjelstrup 2014), and in terms of how navigating access impacted on the researchers’ 
fieldwork (Brandt and Josefsson 2017).  
 
Here, I follow Ribot and Peluso (2003) and their continuation of that work (see Peluso 
and Ribot 2020) for the unpacking of access. They make the point that access needs to be 
understood as something encompassing an interlinked set of things, factors and 
relationships, such as “material objects, persons, institutions, and symbols” (Ribot and 
Peluso 2003: 153). Access analyses tend to be focused solely on property and property 
relations, this approach is however inadequate for understanding access (Peluso and Ribot 
2003). However, I must acknowledge that a lot of the focus in this study is on the material 
consequences of farm conversions, and contestations over land is a major issue. There 
might therefore be some bias towards using ‘access’ in the context of property, but the 
mechanisms of access are far more complex than that. I consider the power relations 
between different individuals and groups to be at the core of access, and that the dynamics 
of these relationships are played out across the material and socio-political, as well as 
across race and gender. It is helpful to think of this as a web as Ribot and Peluso (2003) 
suggest, where we have different types of power / power over different dynamics, a set 
of things (e.g. natural resources), and different contexts of place, space and time. Some 
are in more powerful positions than others - in certain places and at certain points in time 
- and can therefore manoeuvre this web and benefit from access more easily and with 
greater rewards than others. This is indeed akin to what Ribot and Peluso (2003) are 
saying. They define access as “the ability to benefit from things” and through unpacking 
ability, we gain insights into who can benefit, what they gain, how they can do so, how 
others are affected by this, and the circumstances enabling these processes (Ibid p. 153). 
In other words, by analysing access we can better understand the relations between people 
and groups in relation to e.g. natural resources. The processes and means through which 
they gain, control and maintain access to the resource in question is a reflection of power 
relations and struggles (Peluso and Ribot 2020).   
 
This reading of access converges with other concepts used here; ‘belonging’, ‘othering’ 
and ‘identities’ (above), how they are determined and applied, who can shape these 
processes, and their political, socio-economic, and geographical contexts reflect power 
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relations. The same is true for ‘stakeholders’ (below). Power configurations are also 
central to the understanding of ‘elites’ and ‘accumulation’ (below), and looking back at 
the constructs of nature, it is assumed that the dominant ideology and narratives of nature 
are forged by those who possess more power in relation to others.    
 
Stakeholders  
Stakeholders are, broadly speaking, those who affect and are affected by an organisation7; 
those who have a stake in what happens to, within, and as a consequence of actions and 
decisions taken that impact on the organisation (Dekoninck 2007). It would mean that 
everyone who can exercise influence over, and whose lives and livelihoods are influenced 
by the game farms and the heritage park, is a stakeholder. Practically, however, it 
becomes very difficult if not impossible to then identify and engage with all the 
stakeholders. Where and how to draw the line is a common issue with stakeholder 
approaches. Dekoninck (2007) writes that “I found no guidance from the stakeholder-
based approaches so widely advocated for the prioritizing of the views of certain groups 
over others” (p. 81). One of the important findings towards understanding the power 
dynamics of the study area was that stakeholder status changes depending on place and 
relational dynamics (Brandt et al. 2018). Similar to how identities can be defined by the 
powerful (see above), stakeholder status can be granted and denied by powerful actors. 
Article 4 gives a clear example of how the managing authority (Amafa) denies farm 
dwellers stakeholder status.  
 
Method and choices shaped the process of identifying and defining stakeholders for this 
research. Stakeholders were identified throughout the research process, especially 
through fieldwork. For example, research participants would point me in the direction of 
other people of relevance, some of whom I managed to interview and include in the 
research. Thereby, I too took part in assigning stakeholder status. The idea of who the 
stakeholders are was also framed by the NOW-WOTRO research programme (2007), of 
which this study is part. The stakeholders are accounted for in detail in Brandt et al. 
(2018). They consist of farm dwellers, farm workers, farm owners, farm managers, land 
activists, traditional leaders, land beneficiaries and “national and local government 
 
7 Stakeholder approaches first originated in corporate governance (Dekoninck 2007), hence the term 
‘organisation’.  
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officials, nongovernmental organization (NGO) staff, conventional farmers, owners of 
game farming or farming service industries, tourism entrepreneurs, and nature 
conservation organizations.” (Ibid p. 34). When this study was initiated, it very much 
followed on the preceding studies undertaken (and at the time still ongoing) within the 
research programme in terms of identifying the stakeholders. To some extent, this was a 
result of the development of the funding proposal, and the complexities and challenges 
of this process are discussed by Brandt et al. (2018). For this study, some specific 
stakeholders are important to mention, namely the people who were evicted from farms 
either by the apartheid government or by landowners, and do not fall in the category of 
farm dwellers, land claimants or beneficiaries, for example Ma Sibaya and Ma Makopane 
(article 3 this thesis). As many farm dwellers, and former labour tenants, relocated to 
neighbouring or nearby communal or church land, people living in these areas are affected 
too, and as such they become stakeholders in the broader dynamics of the game farms.  
 
Elites 
Simply put, ‘elites’ are made through power, and how power is accessed and used (see 
Dutta 2009). This could be power of resources such as land, labour and institutions, and 
also over discourse and narrative, as well as education, policy and law. Here, ‘elites’ are 
also considered hierarchical and relational. For example, someone who owns land, has 
political power, and claims space in public media, is arguably positioned higher in the 
elite hierarchy than someone who possesses only one of the three. A person who is ‘just’ 
a landowner is in a stronger elite position than a landless person. In the context if this 
study, elite groups and individuals are found across the local and the global. 
 
In their article on elite pacting Draper et al. (2004) discuss how the attempts to use 
community participation and development to generate social cohesion in transfrontier 
conservation areas in Southern Africa have mainly been successful for elite groups. The 
elites in question are “prominent ANC negotiators” and “members of the white business 
elites” (Ibid p. 344). Singh and Van Houtum (2002) state that 
“Transfrontier/transboundary conservation has been able to create a neo-liberal economic 
space for white capital while privileging the tribal elite and enclosing the rural black 
African” (p. 261). Neoliberal conservation has enabled commodification of conservation 
resources, such as land and wildlife (Massé and Lunstrum 2015). The increasing 
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privatisation of these resources allows for elite groups to control and shape these spaces. 
Massé and Lunstrum (2015) mentions state, entrepreneurs, businesses, and security actors 
(p. 230) Brockington and Duffy (2010) mentions conservation NGOs as well as some 
‘key figures’; wealthy and powerful men shaping the nature conservation agenda at large 
scale.  
 
Zooming in on the South African land reform, Ramutsindela (2002) states that powerful 
conservationists have been successful at ensuring that state-owned parks and reserves 
remain as conservation land.). A recent PLAAS report (Mtero et al. 2019) shows how 
elite capture of public resources in the land reform is on the rise. The report presents 
insights into how elite positions are further entrenched through the implementation of 
land reform (see the section ‘Post-apartheid land reform’, this thesis). For an example of 
elites and elite capture of game farms, Ngubane and Brooks (2013) unpack the dynamics 
of two ‘community game farms’ KwaZulu-Natal province in South Africa. The game 
farms in question were transferred to land beneficiaries through land restitution, and the 
beneficiaries have entered into partnerships with private and state actors to continue to 
manage the farm as trophy-hunting farms. These partners, KZN Hunting and 
Conservation Association and Ezemvelo, possess expertise and resources to run game 
farms, something that the beneficiaries were lacking. In both cases, the local chiefs were 
in favour of maintaining the game farm operations, and they used their positions to control 
the management of the farms and the partnerships (Ngubane and Brooks 2013). However, 
the other beneficiaries, whom the chiefs are supposed to represent, were not happy with 
the outcome of the restitution process. For one of the farms, it was stated that “Local 
people see the game farm more or less like the chief’s private fiefdom” (Ibid p. 408).  
 
Elite individuals or groups vary somewhat between the different articles. In the 
eMakhosini valley Amafa, Ezemvelo, private landowners, tourists, the Zulu royal family 
and decision-makers (like the Premier) make up the elite (article 4 this thesis). Elite 
positionings on the private game farms are similar, but there are some important 
differences. Trophy hunters are a powerful group as they possess both economic wealth 
and social status, the same can be said for tourists (see Singh and Van Houtum 2002; 
Bruner 1994). Conservationists, private and state actors, are also elite groups (see 
Ngubane and Brooks 2013). Land beneficiaries (Farm C) and the trust that owns Farm B 
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are also an elite group, in particular in relation to the landless. However, as is shown here, 
ownership or leasehold of land does not necessarily mean control over the resources.  
 
Accumulation 
Accumulation refers to the intentional increase in capital and resources. I use it critically, 
similar to Harvey (2005) and Massé and Lunstrum (2015), meaning that accumulation is 
not a neutral action, it is deliberate and enabled by a capitalist economic system and power 
inequalities that aims to favour a few and exclude others. Privatisation and 
commodification of land and labour, limited rights and access to resources, various forms 
of appropriation et cetera, are among the processes that facilitate accumulation by 
dispossession (Harvey 2005), which in essence is the same as Marx’s ‘primitive 
accumulation’ albeit under somewhat different forms (see Harvey 2005, and Massé and 
Lunstrum 2015). Considering how land and wildlife, as well as tourism, heritage, and 
history, are increasingly privatised and commodified, and under ownership or control of 
elite groups (Ramutsindela, Spierenburg and Wels 2013; Draper et al. 2004) whilst the 
poor and marginalised are increasingly dispossessed, this concept is key for 
understanding the drivers and the consequences of neoliberal nature conservation: 
 
“The concepts’ utility rests in their ability to capture a process whereby land 
and resources are enclosed and privatized and how this frequently leads to the 
dispossession of rural populations and concentrated accumulation of capital 
in the hands of a few.” (Massé and Lunstrum 2015:229). 
 
The game farms and the heritage park contain a number of potentially profitable 
resources, and it is in the economic interest of the owners / management to control these 
resources and continue building wealth. The process of elite-making and elite capture in 
the post-apartheid land reform (as discussed above) goes hand in hand with continued 
accumulation through dispossession (see Mtero et al 2019).  
 
‘Accumulation by securitisation’, coined by Massé and Lunstrum (2015), explains how 
conservation and tourism resources are made available for accumulation through 
discourse and actions of securitisation. Nature conservation and tourism require land and 
wildlife, and people are potential threats to these resources and can jeopardise the value 
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of the asset. Thereby dispossession is justified. Potential threats (such as poaching) are 
increasingly handled through escalated security measures, for example fencing off land 
and wildlife, and armed military-style patrols, which effectively serve to control use of 
the resource for the few. Accumulation through dispossession continues and is enforced 
through securitisation (Massé and Lunstrum 2015). 
 
Violence and securitisation 
Processes of othering can both be violent in themselves as well as facilitate the 
justification of structural and direct violence against others. Moreover, the conditional 
belonging that often accompanies social constructs of nature and wilderness, and the 
imposition of identities and boundary-making in landscapes of power, tend to generate 
both direct and structural violence (cf. Büscher and Ramutsindela 2015; Brooks and 
Kjelstrup 2014; Neumann 1998). It is therefore important to include some reflections on 
the meanings and uses of violence. This is particularly pertinent concerning the history 
of forced removals and present-day farm evictions, current issues of poaching and its 
countermeasures, and the fact that hunting of animals results in physical harm and deadly 
violence (Brandt 2016; Neumann 2004). The violence associated with national parks and 
other wilderness areas is also important here.  
 
For the contexts of this study, I define violence as a concept inclusive of its physical 
manifestations, for example actions that result in harm or death, and non-physical 
violence, such as threats, intimidation, verbal abuse, and the risk of being subjected to 
physical violence as a consequence of certain actions or inactions (Weigert 2010). 
Attributes and practices associated with violence and violent actions – armed fence 
patrols, guns and other weapons, military-style uniforms, razor wire – form part of this 
definition, as do discourses that facilitate and legitimates the use of violence (Verweijen 
and Marijnen 2016; Neumann 2004). I further add to the concept of violence by 
considering certain features of heritage and history, for example war memorials, place 
names such as ‘The Battle of Blood River’, bullet holes in buildings and cars, and 
remnants of burnt-down houses. I include these aspects, as I believe they serve to entrench 
violence in memories and landscapes, and that they can be used to inform identities and 
ideas of belonging.  
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Discourses of fear – fears of the other, of violence, of an invasion – run parallel to 
discourses of violence, both in wilderness areas and on farms (cf. Kerkvliet 2017; Brandt 
2016; Fraser 2008). This enables the justification for violent measures to tackle ‘threats’ 
to the ‘rightful’ owners, inhabitants or users. This also follows trends of increased 
securitisation through private, non-State efforts (Kerkvliet 2017: 26; Manby 2002: 90). 
In the contexts of Transfrontier Conservation Areas State protected areas in border zones, 
Massé and Lunstrum (2015: 228) argue that such security rationales enable so-called 
green grabbing and dispossession through the removal of the unwanted, as well as through 
the enclosure of land and wildlife for tourism and conservation (see also Barrett et al. 
2013:339; Fairhead, Leach and Scoones 2012). This creates a “securitized spatial fix for 
the overaccumulation of capital” (Massé and Lunstrum 2015: 228), a process, which they 
call ‘accumulation by securitisation’ (2015: 227). Moreover, this process is entangled in 
the discursive and direct violence through its links to militarised security measures and 
continued dispossession of local (African) communities. Their research focuses on the 
Greater Lebombo Conservancy in the Mocambiquan borderlands, neighbouring the 
Kruger National Park, and the location is important here. Border security is an issue in 
this area, and it is coupled with notions of African wilderness as a ‘frontier’ (Brooks et 
al. 2011: 263), securitisation rests comfortably in current political discourse. This makes 
for interesting parallels to the game farms in this research, as they too rely on notions of 
frontiers, borders, and spatial control. 
 
Büscher and Ramutsindela (2015), Duffy (2014) and Neumann (2004) discuss the use 
and normalisation of violence in wilderness- and protected areas in relation to the ‘war’ 
to save biodiversity and especially rhinos, and how violent and militaristic tactics can 
result in highly “repressive and coercive policies” (Duffy 2014: 820) favouring interests 
of the elites at the costs of others (see Ramutsindela, Spierenburg and Wels 2013). 
Verweijen and Marijnen (2016) furthers these discussions by examining violence and 
conflict in protected areas in relation to agrarian change, histories of violent enclosures, 
and physical and economic insecurity for people living in and around the parks. They 
criticise the generalising explanations around green violence and militarisation, stating 
that “[o]nly detailed empirical case studies of violent conservation spaces can counter 
these reductionist explanations” (Benjaminsen 2008 cited in Verweijen and Marijnen 
2016: 17). I agree with their position; violence in wilderness areas – as well as on farms 
- should be read against structures and histories of organised violence in relation to 
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agrarian change and issues of livelihoods (in)security. For the cases examined in this 
study, their specific location, an area marked by violent contestations over borders, 
natural resources, and military and political power, this approach makes sense, which is 
why I emphasise the importance of local contexts and relational dynamics in this research.  
 
The concept of securitisation deserves some elaboration. Securitisation involves both 
discursive and non-discursive dimensions. ’Discursive’ means that it is a process of 
speech and understanding, and shared meanings in a socio-political context. The ‘non-
discursive’ element is the translation of discourse into policy and actions (Kerkvliet 2017: 
16). Securitisation can be a response to a problem, perceived or experienced, and/or a 
reply to criticism and call for action, in order to show that ‘something is being done (Ibid). 
The more the relevant audience accepts the securitisation discourse, the more value is 
added to its symbolic meanings, and the easier it is to justify its implementation. 
Regarding issues of security on private land, Kerkvliet (2017: 66, 68) shows how from a 
government perspective, farms and rural areas in South Africa are in less need of State-
operated securitisation policies today compared to the 1980s, which has led to a 
desecuritisation in the last twenty years. However, this sentiment is generally not shared 
by the white farming community or by landowners in urban areas for that matter. Instead 
they maintain that there is a need for urgent securitisation, and private efforts towards 
increased securitisation and escalated spatial control is on the rise (Brodie Mail and 
Guardian 10 October 2013; Ballard and Jones 2011).   
 
The game farms and the heritage park invoke a similar rhetoric of frontiers, fears of 
others, and the need to protect valuable assets8. They assimilate attributes similar to those 
of large State-controlled protected areas; for example armed fortified boundaries, game 
rangers, perimeter patrols, and violent responses to poaching. Trophy hunting farms in 
particular are spaces of violence considering that wildlife is killed for leisure and profit 
(Brandt 2016; Wels 2015). In addition, South African white-owned farms and farm 
relationships are marked by a violent past as well as by paternalistic and exploitative 
relationships between landowners and farm workers (Niehaus 2009; Woolman and 
 
8 For a KwaZulu-Natal context, see Wels (2015) regarding the links between the rise of private 
conservancies in Natal in the 1980s and the security aspects they included in response to the fear of ANC 
and communist terrorism.  
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Bishop 2007; Atkinson 2007; Manby 2002; Van Onselen 1992). To a large extent these 
relationships remain unchanged, and violence on farms is still commonplace. Still today, 
struggles over land and survival in rural areas often generate violent confrontations 




Context to the study 
Below I outline the context of game farming in South Africa including the dynamics of 
farm conversions. I briefly elaborate on forced removals from farms, the post-apartheid 
land reform, and the system of labour tenancy. Further I provide some background and 




Figure 1: Map showing South Africa and its provinces 
 
Game farming and wildlife production in South Africa 
Approximately one sixth of South Africa’s total land area, which is approximately 123 
million hectares, is used for some sort of wildlife-based production, State-controlled 
conservation areas included, like for example National Parks. Of this, 20.5 million 
hectares of private land is used for wildlife production (Snijders 2012). In comparison, 
State-controlled land allocated for conservation purposes is comprised of 7.5 million 
hectares. There are more than 10 000 commercial wildlife ranches, of which half are 
found in the Limpopo province, 20% in the Northern Cape, and 12% in the Eastern Cape 
(Steyn Mail and Guardian 6 January 2012). In addition, the numbers of privately owned 
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wildlife are two to three times higher than for wildlife in State-owned protected areas 
(NAMC 2006). The wildlife industry has seen a significant growth in the past three 
decades, and the overall commercial value of wildlife has increased (Steyn Mail and 
Guardian 5 June 2015; Snijders 2012; NAMC 2006). However, given the discrepancies 
in reports and statistics on private wildlife production, due to issues of definition - for 
example what counts as wildlife production and what counts as conservation, and due to 
informal or unregistered wildlife keeping9, numbers should be viewed with caution (Wels 
2015). 
 
The conversion from conventional farming such as cattle or crop farming to wildlife-
based forms of production means that either the whole farm and its operations are 
transformed for commercial wildlife keeping, or that it is run as a ‘mixed farm’, meaning 
that there is cattle and wildlife (Smith and Wilson 2002: 2 in Kamuti 2016). The game 
farms in this study include the combination of wildlife and tourism, as well as of wildlife, 
history and heritage and culture. Wildlife-based production refers to commercial wildlife-
keeping, whether for hunting, breeding, tourism, or meat (venison). The farms in the 
eMakhosini valley have been transformed to mainly showcase heritage and wilderness, 
but there is also small Nguni cattle farming project, which is placed under the heritage 
umbrella as ‘traditional’ herding practices. Essentially, the landscapes in the valley and 
in the game farms are transformed for very similar purposes.  
 
Most game farms are built up around trophy-hunting, ‘biltong-hunting’ or so-called eco-
tourism (safari-style game viewing), but some also breed and sell wildlife to the hunting 
industry or to private and State conservation areas (Steyn Mail and Guardian 6 January 
2012). Game auctions take place on a regular base, some of which have turned into quite 
well-known and upmarket events (e.g. Steyn Mail and Guardian 5 June 2015; Christie 
Mail and Guardian 20 April 2012; Steyn Mail and Guardian 6 January 2012). Game 
reserves and precious wildlife are commonly associated with affluence and exclusivity, 
as is trophy-hunting, which is a costly form of leisure (BusinessTech 19 October 2017; 
Brandt 2016). It may thus seem financially attractive to convert cattle farms to game 
farms, especially considering the de-regulation of the agricultural sector and the risks 
 
9 An estimated more than 90% of wildlife transactions take place in the informal market. Further, it is 
estimated that 167 444 head of game were moved or traded in 2010, but only 14 976 were official, formal 
sales were recorded (Steyn Mail and Guardian 5 June 2015). 
35 
associated with cattle farming, for example stock theft (Bothma, Suich and Spenceley 
2009). But as has been shown by several researchers (e.g. Brandt 2016; Spierenburg and 
Brooks 2014; Brandt and Spierenburg 2014; Kjelstrup 2011), and as I discuss in this 
study, the driving-forces, motivations and underlying ideologies surrounding the farm 
conversions are far more complex. It is not the purpose of this study to theorise on the 
economic or productive transformations of game farms, but it is important to have this 
context in mind. In addition to the commercial aspect wildlife production, I consider the 
economic rationale put forward by the wildlife industry, the nature conservation sector, 
and landowners as part of the narrative in the discursive making of game farms (also see 
Spierenburg 2020; Spierenburg and Brooks 2014).   
 
Early research on farm conversions mostly focused on nature conservation, the economics 
of the wildlife sector, and environmental aspects. Tourism, through trophy-hunting and 
safaris, would create new jobs in the countryside (Nell 2003; Langholz and Kerley 2006; 
Cousins, Sadler, Evans 2008). The wildlife industry claims that wildlife-based land use 
“is a solution not only to environmental problems associated with commercial agriculture 
but also to the problem of decreasing profitability of farming and the lack of economic 
prospects for poor rural dwellers” (Spierenburg and Brooks 2014: 160). However, this 
narrative lacks in critical perspectives regarding impacts on farm relationships, and 
aspects related to the post-apartheid land reform, social justice, and the lives and 
livelihoods of farm dwellers (Spierenburg and Brooks 2014; Brandt 2013). AFRA (2004) 
summarised the material driving forces behind the farm conversions under ‘push factors’ 
in the cattle industry and ‘pull factors’ in the wildlife and tourism industry (pp. 22-23). 
The push factors include the increased output costs in cattle production and decreases in 
cattle sales and declining returns from farming in general. There are also growing issues 
around stock theft and of bush encroachment. The deregulation of the agricultural market 
and increasing capitalisation has also made cattle farming less financially attractive 
(AFRA 2004). In terms of the ‘pull factors’, game farming has seen rapidly growing 
returns from hunting and sales, and the tourism aspect allows for diversification – a game 
farm can offer both hunting and tourism. In the early days of the wildlife sector, game 
was believed to be easier to manage than cattle, but nonetheless this has proven to be 
somewhat misleading, especially since the sector has become increasingly regulated and 
complex (AFRA 2004).  
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The farm conversions are taking place within the dynamics of South Africa’s post-
apartheid land reform, and the increasing market liberalisation of the agricultural sector 
(Kamuti 2016; Brandt 2013). On the one hand the landscape of power is shifting on a 
broader level, but on the other hand very little has changed in terms of relationships 
between landowners and farm workers and farm dwellers (see e.g. Devereux et al 2017; 
Mkhize 2014; Woolman and Bishop 2007). Despite land reform policies and legislative 
frameworks designed to address labour and tenure insecurity, farm dwellers remain one 
of the most marginalised groups in the South African countryside (see Yeni in Daily 
Maverick 7 March 2018; Del Grande 2006). The post-apartheid deregulation of the 
agricultural sector and the State’s bias towards large-scale and capital-heavy agricultural 
production contributes to processes of casualisation of farm labour. This has rather 
ironically been aided by policy and regulatory attempts to improve labour security 
(Spierenburg and Brooks 2014; Hall 2007; and see Yeni in Daily Maverick 7 March 
2018). There is a trend where farmers move from permanent to contract work, and remove 
resident workers and farm dwellers from the farms in order to avoid increases in costs 
and responsibilities towards the farm labour (Kamuti 2016; Moseley 2007). Women farm 
labour are particularly vulnerable to these changes (Devereux et al. 2017).  
 
Impacts of farm conversions 
The conversions of cattle and crop farms to wildlife-based forms of production can be 
traced back to the 1960s and have since had significant impacts across the agricultural 
economy and the socio-political relationships in the rural landscape. This became 
especially noticeable in the 1990s, which is when the private wildlife industry 
experienced significant growth (Kamuti 2016; Spierenburg and Brooks 2014). Regarding 
the tangible impacts on the farming landscape, game fences create more rigid boundaries 
than cattle fences, and converted farms often undergo a wildification in order to create a 
sense of wilderness. The introduction of wildlife and the erection of game fences, and the 
changes to more bush-like vegetation on the farms have an impact on social networks as 
well as mobility patterns (Brandt 2013). For resident farm dwellers this process often 
means that they have to relocate, as it is difficult if not dangerous to live on a farm with 
wild animals. Moreover, farm dwellers are often considered incompatible with trophy-
hunting and eco-tourism, as the presence of people disrupt the sense of wilderness; a 
common perception regarding wilderness areas (see Wels 2015; AFRA 2004; Neumann 
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1998, 1995). The relocations are happening in different ways, sometimes through violent 
evictions, and sometimes ‘voluntarily’. Similar consequences have been observed and 
documented in the eMakhosini valley (Josefsson 2008 and article 4 in this thesis). 
Previous research shows that there are implications on farm dwellers’ identities and sense 
of place in relation to farm conversions and the relocations that tend to follow (Brooks 
and Kjelstrup 2014; Kjelstrup 2011; Lukhozi 2008).  
 
It seems as if the conversions intensify the removal of farm workers and dwellers from 
private farms (AFRA 2004). However, one should also consider the long-standing 
structural insecurities for farm dwellers who regardless of conversions to game farming 
and wildification of landscapes can have their “residential arrangements on farms 
terminated at any given moment” (Mkhize 2014:205). Mkhize (2014) further suggests 
caution in terms of blaming game farms for evictions without taking broader contexts into 
account, but also states that “[g]ame farms were seen as a blockage to the re-structuring 
of landownership because land was consolidated in fewer hands, making it harder for 
farm workers to obtain affordable pieces of land” (p. 214). According to a research report 
from AFRA (2004), the conversions mean that farm labour can be reduced and relocated 
off the farm, as less labour and different skills are required for wildlife production 
compared to cattle farming. It has also been suggested that the conversions can be a 
solution to ‘labour problems’ (AFRA 2004: 27), meaning that the change to wildlife 
production and the introduction of wildlife more or less forces farm dwellers off the farm. 
It is in these cases where issues of land reform and contestations over land and belonging 
in the rural landscape intersect with how landscapes are re-imagined to feature a certain 
‘nature’, often a wilderness with no or limited evidence of human activities.  
 
It should be noted that game farming and its consequences differ from province to 
province, although there are certain common denominators. Nonetheless, local politics 
and histories seem to play a defining role in how game farming is perceived and operated, 
especially with regards to relationships between landowners and farm dwellers, as well 




Forced removals in rural South Africa 
Central to any research involving farmland and farm labour in South Africa is the history 
of forced removals. During apartheid some 3,5 million people were forcibly removed to 
make way for a structured spatial segregation, based not only on race but also on control 
over cheap labour to strengthen white South Africa’s economic growth. The main 
beneficiaries of this spatial re-configuration were white, and the loss of productive land 
and access to natural resources was experienced mainly by black people; and the majority 
of people that were forcibly removed were black (Platzky & Walker, 1985). In KwaZulu-
Natal, removals were enforced both in urban and rural areas. In this study the focus is on 
removals from rural farms into rural or semi-rural locations. Africans were removed from 
so-called black spots that were located in what the apartheid government had designated 
as a white countryside (Fraser 2008). Further to this, portions of land were cleared of 
Africans to make way for conservation areas, forestry and military land. Farm evictions 
were however by far the most common type of removals, in KwaZulu-Natal and 
nationwide, resulting in devastating impacts on farm dwellers’ lives and livelihoods 
(Walker 2005; Platzky & Walker 1985; SPP vol. 4, 1985).  
 
Farm evictions did not end with the fall of the apartheid government. Over a million 
people have been evicted from farms since 1994, despite the Extension of Security of 
Tenure Act (62 of 1997) (ESTA) and the Land Reform (Labour Tenants) Act (3 of 1996), 
and exploitation and abuse of farm dwellers on farms continue (Devereux et al. 2017; 
Cousins 2009; Hall 2007; Woolman and Bishop 2007; Del Grande 2006). It is important 
to remember that evictions still are violent: “Today as in the past, many evictions are 
accompanied with violence or the threat of violence, violence that seldom enters the 
official record” (Manby 2002: 90). Regarding farm conversions and the situation for farm 
dwellers some claim that the conversions make it easier for landowners to evict or 
undermine farm workers’ and dwellers’ attempts to consolidate their rights (Del Grande 
2006).  
 
The impacts of the forced removals executed by the apartheid government, as well as the 
impacts of farm evictions post-1994, have had and are having far-reaching economic, 
social, and emotional consequences for those dispossessed and displaced (Walker, 
Bohlin, Hall, and Kepe 2010; Walker 2008). It is not just about being dispossessed from 
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land and homes; removals and evictions are also about memory, sense of place and 
belonging, as well as fear and uncertainty (Brooks and Kjelstrup 2014; Walker et al. 
2010). The narratives I present in article 3 in this thesis include experiences of these 
dynamics. 
 
Post-apartheid land reform 
Central to the dynamics of farm conversions are South Africa’s land reform programme 
and the need for rural transformation, as discussed by for example Hall and Kepe (2017), 
Brooks and Kjelstrup (2014) and Del Grande (2006). The post-apartheid land reform 
attempts to address the inequalities in access to and ownership of land, which primarily 
is a result of colonial and apartheid land- and economic politics, and spatial segregation. 
The land reform was initiated in 1994 and is to date still being implemented. Its perhaps 
most well-known aim was to achieve a thirty percent transfer of agricultural land (through 
redistribution) from white to black ownership between the years 2000 and 2015 (Hall 
2004). This goal has however not been achieved, and there is a plethora of literature on 
the subject (see e.g. Mtero et al. 2019; Walker and Cousins and Walker 2015; Aliber and 
Cousins 2013; Hendricks; Ntsebeza and Helliker 2013; Walker et al. 2010; Ntsebeza and 
Hall 2007; Hall 2004). 
 
The land reform programme has three main components: land restitution, land tenure 
reform and land redistribution. Land restitution aims to restore land rights to those 
dispossessed by either the apartheid government or prior to 1948, going back to the 1913 
Land Act (Fraser 2008; Hall 2004). The tenure reform is intended to provide secure and 
improved land rights to those living under insecure land tenure conditions by validating 
different forms of land ownership. Finally, redistribution seeks to change racially biased 
land ownership patterns by facilitating black ownership for residential and commercial 
purposes of productive land (Moseley 2007; Hall 2004). Due to its current dualistic 
nature, where white-owned farms are perceived as commercial enterprises and black-
owned farmland as low-tech subsistence farms, such change would require a restructuring 
of power relations and ownership patterns in the agrarian economy (Hall 2004).  
 
Land reform politics is central to understanding the complexities of white-owned farms, 
including their historical context. For a number of reasons, the land reform has been slow 
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to deliver results, especially in rural areas, and there is a growing sense of frustration 
among the stakeholders (Walker et al. 2010; Hall 2004; Walker 2005). Some argue that 
the land reform has failed in its endeavour to address poverty and inequality, and instead 
it serves to protect and enhance elite positions (Mtero et al 2019). The conversion of 
farmland, and the growing sector of wildlife production puts another spin on these issues. 
Land that previously was used for conventional agriculture and residency, and considered 
suitable for land redistribution, has changed – physically as well as politically – with the 
introduction of wildlife and processes of wildification (see Kamuti 2016; Brooks and 
Kjelstrup 2014; Mkhize 2014). Some game farmers have also stated that farms with 
wildlife are less likely to be considered for land reform purposes (Spierenburg and Brooks 
2014; Andrew et al 2013). 
 
Despite the pro-poor initial vison of the land reform, dispossession of the poor has 
continued, and land reform is a factor in this. It has shifted towards prioritising economic 
profitability over economic equality and social justice (Mtero et al. 2019). Alongside this 
shift, the deregulation of the agricultural sector and the increasingly competitive 
agricultural market, has resulted in large-scale agricultural producers strengthening their 
hold over the sector, which has further limited equitable access to the agricultural 
economy for smallholders and the disenfranchised. In essence, land reform and 
agricultural policies are not designed towards aligned goals (Mtero et al 2019). The racial 
aspect is clear: white-owned farms still dominate the commercial sector of the agricultural 
economy, based on decades of government subsidies. Today no such support is available, 
which makes it difficult for small-scale farmers to survive (Mtero et al. 2019; Aliber and 
Cousins 2013). Kepe and Hall (2018) explicitly state that through land reform, control 
over land and the means of production remains “in the hands of whites, corporate and 
even multinational capital, as well as black elites” (p. 131). The black rural population 
remain dependant on white landowners and other elites or the State for access to land 
(Kepe and Hall 2018).  
 
For example, white commercial farmers sell land to the state and then lease it back 
through partnerships with land beneficiaries, thereby accessing State land and subsidies. 
Government officials and district land reform committees favour politically connected 
beneficiaries in return for bribes and favourable affiliations (Mtero et al. 2019). 
Individuals who fall within the State Land Lease and Disposal Policy’s (2013) 
41 
categorisation of “historically disadvantaged persons” can be prioritised as land 
beneficiaries. But some in that category possess considerable access to economic and 
political resources (e.g. urban-based business professionals, community leaders, rural 
traders) relative to poor beneficiaries (farm workers, the landless, marginalised women). 
The former group tends to be prioritised as land beneficiaries, as commercial success is 
prioritised rather than addressing poverty, and well-off beneficiaries have their own 
resources to invest in the land (Metro et al. 2019). Additionally, a significant portion of 
the farms remain controlled by the State after acquisition, which is against policy (Ibid p. 
6-7). 
 
To briefly zoom out from the South African context, it is relevant to consider that the 
displacement of black people from land and other resources, takes places across the 
African continent (Barrett et al 2013). Several studies report that poor, black people are 
being displaced due to land use policies favouring interests such as conservation, large-
scale commercial agriculture, and tourism, sometimes in combination with securitisation 
and border politics in Southern Africa (e.g. Lunstrum and Ybarra 2018; Massé and 
Lunstrum 2015; Barrett et al. 2013; Cernea and Schmidt-Soltau 2006). Other activities, 
for example mining (e.g. Mtero 2017) and spatial planning policies for urban 
development projects (e.g. Samara 2009), tend to generate similar socio-spatial and 
economic consequences for black people in particular. Some scholars that focus on the 
“complex interrelations between contemporary conservation practices in post-colonial 
Africa” (Barrett et al. 2013: 336) and land use and land contestations on the continent, 
point to a shift in how both land and conservation politics are increasingly framed by 
neoliberal political and economic agendas. Nonetheless, poor, black people continue to 
be displaced from land, and struggle to gain access to spaces where land and conservation 
policies are made (e.g. Mtero et al. 2019; Brandt et al. 2018; Spierenburg and Brooks 
2014; Andrew et al 2013; Singh and van Houtum 2002).   
 
From labour tenants to farm dwellers 
Regarding labour tenancy and farm labour, KwaZulu-Natal has a slightly different history 
than the rest of the country. Labour tenancy was essentially designed around a six-month 
system, where labour tenants – sometimes involving the entire family, sometimes only a 
few members – were obliged to work for the landowner for six months of the year. The 
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tenants would have access to a piece of land for their own livestock and crop farming, but 
cattle numbers were often restricted (SPP, vol. 4, 1985). Although the system was 
exploitative, it still granted some access to land and offered an alternative to having to 
work full-time on commercial farms where working conditions were dire (AFRA 2004). 
From the 1950’s the South African government tried to abolish labour tenancy; it was 
seen as wasteful and inefficient, and inappropriate for the increasingly capitalist and 
mechanised agricultural economy (SPP vol. 4, 1985). This was met with resistance in 
Natal from both farmers and labour tenants. The farmers assumed that the process of 
changing from six-month labour tenancy to employing full-time staff would be 
complicated and costly. The labour tenants did not want to lose access to land or their 
income from working on the farms. Hence some farmers maintained the system, and the 
landowner – labour tenant relationships continued (SPP vol. 4, 1985). 
 
In this study the term ‘farm dweller’ is used for black people residing on land which they 
do not own but consider their home, and to which they hold entitlement (AFRA 2004; 
Del Grande 2006). Sithandiwe Yeni writes “Farm dwellers are farmworkers, ex-
farmworkers and any person living on privately owned farms. They trace their occupation 
back through generations and farms are often the only home they know.” And further: 
“Former labour tenants refer to African people and their descendants who were forced to 
become tenants as land was taken over by white farmers, in return for which they provided 
the landowner with unpaid labour” (Yeni, Daily Maverick 7 March 2018). The farm 
dwellers in this research are former labour tenants or their descendants, either still living 
on the farms or having relocated or been evicted, or first- and second-generation farm 
workers. The point is however, that they have claims to belonging as well as legal rights, 
and that they are stakeholders in the farm conversion and landscape transformation 
processes (see Brandt et al. 2018 for a discussion on stakeholders in these and similar 
contexts).  
 
South Africa’s agricultural sector saw a deregulation process in the late 1980s which 
resulted in cuts in subsidies and an end to export controls and monopolies. Commercial 
farmers found themselves vulnerable trying to compete in a globalised market. The 
mechanisation process of the farming economy in the 1960s and 1970s had already 
resulted in fewer jobs available for low-skilled workers, and together with new 
competitive conditions, farm workers and dwellers suffered the consequences in terms of 
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increasingly insecure positions in the agricultural economy (Spierenburg and Brooks 
2014). Despite the democratic government’s attempts to improve the lives of the rural 
poor, the situation for farm dwellers has not improved in terms of tenure or job security, 
and farm evictions have continued. The laws designed to protect their rights have been 
“notoriously difficult to enforce” (Hall 2004: 128). Their livelihoods still remain 
dependent on the farmer or landowner (Cousins 2009; Woolman and Bishop 2007). 
Further, farm dwellers often lack access to affordable legal services, and the structures of 
their livelihoods remain poorly understood by policy-makers, and are therefore rarely 
recognised in development plans and programmes for rural transformation (Del Grande 
2006). 
 
Hall (2004) explains:  
 
“People living and working on commercial farms, often seen as a rural 
proletariat, are among the poorest South Africans, some of whom are engaged 
in struggles to retain and secure their access to land for independent 
production through various forms of cash, share and labour tenancies” (p. 
128). 
 
Central to this problem is the government’s failure to position itself regarding the rights 
of farm dwellers (Cousins 2009). In the early 2000s, the South African government 
moved from an agricultural development model that focused on poverty alleviation and 
agrarian justice towards neoliberal agricultural policies and increased commercialisation, 
and poor, rural people are unlikely to benefit from these policies (Hall and Kepe 2017; 
Cousins and Walker 2015; Moseley 2007). Rather, their situation has become more 
precarious and insecure as employment and possibilities for wage earning has declined, 
as they have not been able to acquire increased (secure) access to land (Hall 2007, 2004; 
Sender and Johnston 2004). Recent observations made by Hall and Kepe (2017) points to 
a trend where farm dwellers risk losing their jobs ‘as a result of state acquisition’ (p. 7) 
as commercial farming tends to cease when government takes ownership of the farms. 
Simply put, this is due to lack of coordination and clear directive between relevant 
departments. Some farm dwellers find themselves being occupants on State land instead 
of employed by farmers on private farms (Hall and Kepe 2017). 
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Trajectories of private conservation areas KwaZulu-Natal 
KwaZulu-Natal has seen a large number of private game farms and reserves emerging 
since the 1970’s, and some of South Africa’s more prominent and well-known game 
reserves are found here. However, smaller game farms seem to make up the majority of 
the private wildlife production in the province, of which a noticeable fraction (circa thirty) 
are so-called community game farms, formed as a result of land claims on converted 
farms (Ngubane and Brooks 2013; Interview with Ezemvelo District Conservation 
Officer 13 July 2011). According to AFRA (2004) just over two million hectares of the 
province’s land area is used for nature and heritage conservation, of which approximately 
nine percent were private game ranches, most of them located in northern parts of the 
province10. 
 
Wildlife management in KwaZulu-Natal is regulated under the National Environmental 
Management Act (NEMA) no. 107 of 1998 and the KwaZulu-Natal Conservation 
Management Act no. 9 of 1997. Any activities (hunting, breeding, sales et cetera) 
regarding wildlife must adhere to these frameworks, and their enforcement is the 
responsibility of provincial conservation authorities Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife 
(Ezemvelo). Ezemvelo was formed out of the merger of the Natal Park’s Board and the 
KwaZulu Department of Nature Conservation. The former had long-standing working 
relationships with landowners in Natal, which has turned out to be in advantage for 
landowners converting to game farming in the province in terms of institutional support 
to expand the private wildlife sector (Wels 2015; Kamuti 2014).  
 
Harry Wels (2015) presents an insightful account of the trajectories of private 
conservancies in KwaZulu-Natal through an examination of the life and work of famous 
conservationist Nick Steele. In the 1980s about six percent of the land surface in Natal 
was formally protected for nature conservation purposes, and 60 percent of the land was 
under private ownership. In fact, most of Natal’s wildlife was found outside proclaimed 
reserves. Steele realised the opportunity in creating private conservancies together with 
landowners that would ensure protection of wildlife, cattle, as well as people. This was 
framed in the context of problems with stock theft, poaching, and farmers’ fears of 
 
10 At the time of developing the report, the number of game ranches (data obtained from Ezemvelo KZN 
Wildlife) was considered low as they only included registered farms (AFRA 2004).   
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“communist-backed ‘terrorism’ from the ANC” (Wels 2015: 103). Steele’s concept of 
private conservancies was the first large-scale attempt to promote wildlife conservation 
among landowners, and the result was rather successful; in 1980 there were 25 
conservancies in Natal and in 1994 the number had grown to 168, covering 1.4 million 
hectares of land. 
 
Since then, a lot has changed in the private conservation sector, including the 
intensification of wildlife hunting in conservancies and the rising commercial value of 
wildlife. Although a conservancy and a game farm are two different things - the former 
is created based on a group of landowners pooling the resources and land and the latter is 
an individual business venture - they follow trends of increased privatisation in the 
wildlife sector (Wels 2015). Wels (2015) further argues that private conservancies 
facilitated (in part) the arrival of private game farms and the growth of the sector.  
 
In his popular book Midlands from 2002, Johnny Steinberg tells the stories surrounding 
a so-called farm murder in the Midlands in 1999. The book offers some important insights 
regarding farm conversions in the province, pointing to tensions around the socio-spatial 
changes that follow farm conversions. 
 
“…the advent of game farms finds its place in a long and sensitive history of 
the bushland. ‘It’s like when the forestry companies bought up the land in the 
1950’s,’ one of Mitchell’s tenants told me, ‘taking huge stretches of it, tearing 
it to the ground, as if nobody had ever lived there, as if the way we lived our 
lives did not matter. Forty years later it is happening all over again. We are 
being boxed into little ghettos. Kahle is telling us we will not be allowed out. 
We will waste away on our little strips of land’ ” (Steinberg 2002: 227). 
 
This tells us that there is a perceived injustice among farm dwellers in terms of access 
when land is fenced off for game, and also that there the relationship between people and 
wildlife are challenged when the game fence goes up. The experience of having their lives 
and livelihoods erased from the landscape again is an important insight. Regarding the 
landowners’ motivations to convert to game farming he writes: 
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There is little doubt that white farmers’ decision to farm game had a great 
deal to do with their increasingly acrimonious relationship with black tenants. 
‘The blacks stole our cattle in such numbers that beef farming has become 
impossible here’ one of Mitchell’s neighbours told me. ‘We need to find new 
ways of earning a living. And if that means taking sections of our land which 
the blacks have used, it is too bad. They have brought it on themselves’ ” 
(Steinberg, 2002: 227). 
 
Issues of cattle theft has indeed been put forward as a reason for converting to farming 
game instead of cattle (Cousins et al. 2008; AFRA 2004), and it was one of the main 
reasons given by the farmers I interviewed, just like Steinberg describes in the accounts 
of his interviews (2002:18, 227). 
 
Stock theft can however be viewed as an act of resistance or a confrontation, especially 
if considered alongside other ways of ‘breaking the rules’. For those who are marginalised 
or excluded from the land, due to e.g. private property relations and unequal access to 
land and other natural resources, cutting fences, ‘illegal’ grazing of cattle, having more 
cattle than allowed, trespassing and so on, are ways and strategies to challenge 
landowners, boundaries and inequalities (Verweijen and Marijnen 2016; Brooks et al 
2011 and see Steinberg 2002: 63-65). Hunting with hunting dogs and other forms of 
poaching, loathed by white landowners and hunters, can be considered in a similar 
context. As I found both in the eMakhosini Valley and on the game farms, these acts were 
very common. In some cases farm dwellers and other people living in the areas 
surrounding the game farms and the heritage park, did not accept the rules of private 




Methodological approach: The case for subjectivity, 
positionality, and reflexivity 
The methodological approach to this research is inspired by critiques of objectivity, 
advocates for reflexivity around power and relational dynamics, and the impacts thereof 
on research relationships and knowledge generation. For ethnographic research like this, 
which is inspired by feminist scholarly work, these are key concepts for the interpretative 
processes and the analysis. Knowledge is just not ‘out there’, waiting to be discovered. It 
is developed through interlinked processes of observation, interactions, and political 
dynamics. Knowledge is shaped by the researcher’s positionalities in relation to contexts 
and relationships (Ybema et al. 2009). It is further generated through how we ‘do’ 
research. According to Law (2004) these processes are often messy (p. 18-19). 
Ethnography can enable us to investigate this process and to some extent make sense how 
the ‘mess’ relates to the outcome (Ibid). In trying to understand learning and 
interpretation, as well as the relationships between different research participants and 
between participants and the researcher, we look for meanings of subjectivities and 
contexts. By reflecting on these meanings, in particular from perspectives of power, we 
can approach insights into how knowledge is made - at least in part - rather than 
discovered.  
 
In line with Mottier (2005) I depart from the standpoint that the social world is a 
“subjectively experienced construct” and a “milieu of meaning” (p. 3), and interpretations 
of these constructs and meanings require us to assume and recognise subjectivity.  
 
“We [researchers] construct interpretations of interpretations. We try to 
interpretively "read" the meaning of cultural texts by writing in turn our own 
texts. Second, interpretive perspectives problematize the identity and the role 
of the researcher in this process. It is recognized how issues of gender, class 
and race, as well as the more immediate contextual conditions of the data 
collection, shape the research process and the nature of the data.” (Mottier 
2005: 5) 
 
It is within these dynamics that we should situate the knowledge that we create. Haraway 
(1988) calls for “politics and epistemologies of location, positioning, and situating” (p. 
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589), and thereby emphasises the importance of place, space and relational dynamics. She 
brings attention to the need to acknowledge tensions between local knowledges and the 
power structures in which they are produced, and encourages researchers to be curious 
about “the webs of differential positioning” (Haraway 1988: 590). Further, “[f]eminist 
objectivity is about limited location and situated knowledge, not about transcendence and 
splitting of subject and object. It allows us to become answerable for what we learn how 
to see” (Ibid p. 583). 
 
As an important contrast, Rose (1997) discusses some of the challenges and problems 
associated with placing too much faith in reflexive approaches, and she presents a caveat 
in terms of what can actually be achieved through situating knowledges. The purpose of 
reflexivity, as it may, is to do away with false assumptions of academic neutrality and 
universality. There are however limits to this approach, and if we do not recognise this, 
we risk performing a ‘goddess-trick11’, meaning that we become falsely convinced and 
self-absorbed in our abilities to reflect upon and ‘see’ everything (Rose 1997: 311). She 
further elaborates on issues regarding power, and the assumption that in fieldwork 
contexts researchers always hold more power than research participants. This assumption 
denies participants their agency, as differences are understood as distance only. I agree 
with Rose (1997: 317) who suggests that power is relational, and that differences can be 
read as fluid, relational power dynamics, that change alongside shifting positionalities 
and contexts12.  
 
Ethnographic research 
To identify patterns of belonging and identities, and to identify the actors in these 
processes, as well as their relationships, we need to understand space and place (Skeggs 
2010; Walsh 2012). Local contexts and dynamics are crucial in order to explore 
perceptions, narratives, and the underpinning motivations and ideologies that shape 
actions and positions. This methodological point of departure is what characterises 
ethnography; meanings, relationships and behaviour should be interpreted in their 
 
11 The ’goddess-trick’ is a self-critical (feminist) take on the ‘god-trick’ - the critique of claims to 
academic objectivity and of researchers as being all-seeing and detached from the knowledge-generation 
processes (Haraway 2013 [1991]) .   
12 See article 1 in this thesis regarding fieldwork dynamics and shifting positionalities.  
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contexts. This requires reflexivity regarding the researcher’s position in relation to their 
interpretations (Walsh 2012: 247). From here we can unveil and interpret social discourse 
and see how it influences everyday life and interactions between people (Walsh 2012; 
Geertz 1973). 
 
Doing ethnography involves the combination of a range of different methods and using 
different approaches that are considerate of each situation and its complexities. This is to 
try to gain insight into the layers and structures that inform what is observed in the 
empirical material. The aim is to develop a “thick description”, to borrow Geertz’ famous 
concept (1973: 2), in order to captures the complexities and dynamics of each case, rather 
than compiling data with the purpose of drawing general conclusions. My own 
ethnographic fieldwork came to include not only the game farms and their residents, but 
also the surrounding areas, the people that live there, the different meanings of place and 
‘others’, as well as the spatial networks of the present, and how they reach back into the 
past. Walsh (2012: 247) calls this the “cultural script”; a whole made up of a web of 
intertwined structures and meanings.  
 
Inspired by feminist scholars and by feminist ethnography, this study employs power and 
its structures and implications as a lens to interpret the observations from the field, and 
also to guide methods and choices for the fieldwork. Skeggs (2010:4) elaborates: “This 
is why feminism and ethnography can suit each other. They both have experience, 
participants, definitions, meanings and sometimes subjectivity as a focus and they do not 
lose sight of context”, she further states “...feminist ethnography is about understanding 
process, and to do this, it has to occur across both time and space” (Ibid). It is also 
concerned with positionalities, including that of the researcher. I, as an academic, white, 
foreign, woman, hold a certain power in relation to the research participants and their 
positionalities. These power dynamics shift continuously between the actors based on 
each situation and its dynamics, such as setting, time, constructs around race, gender, 
class, age, and so on (Rose 1997). All of which impacts on the research process and the 
knowledge that we generate. Feminist ethnography therefore questions the notion of 
objectivity and detachment, and instead highlights and tries to understand the meanings 
of subjectivity, and what shifts in positionalities and relations tell us (Skeggs 2010; 
Ybema et al 2009; Rose 1997).  
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Researchers too are situated in these ‘landscapes of power’ (Rose 1997: 317), and so we 
become part of the dynamics in the field. The similarities and differences between 
researcher and research participants hence deserve consideration in terms of power and 
positionality (Bondi 2003: 65). A key aspect here is that relationships that researchers 
develop in the field are (at least initially) for the purposes of data collection and 
knowledge generation. Nonetheless, other meanings develop through the course of the 
fieldwork, both for researchers and participants. Bondi (2003: 68) discusses how empathy 
is one way in which we engage with people in the field across differences, and that this 
in fact enables rich experiences and interpretations. I can both relate and add to this. 
Building on and developing interpersonal relations as a way of accessing the field was 
partially a process of identifying with participants and seeking common ground. Empathy 
followed on this, at least in many cases. In a sense it also made the emotional and political 
challenges in the field more bearable, for example in the countless times I was confronted 
with overt racism and sexism. This can become deeply problematic in terms of issues of 
complicity and personal compromises (see article 1 this thesis), and as I experienced 
myself, it contributes to the ‘messiness’ of knowledge generation (Law 2004: 18). 
 
The District: Situating the study 
The purpose of this section is to introduce the study area and the case study farms and to 
situate them in terms of place, as well as in historical and contemporary dynamics of 
belonging and contestations. The text merges personal observations and experiences with 
research participants’ narratives and interpretations of place meanings. It includes brief 
accounts of historical scholarly work to add depth to the descriptions, and to show how 




Figure 2: The study area in relation to the KwaZulu-Natal province 
 
The drive into ‘the field’ is not so much a journey of distance as one of history and 
experiences. It is sometimes nerve-wrecking and sometimes spectacular. The N3 between 
Durban and Pietermaritzburg (which is from where I usually departed) is nothing short of 
hazardous, with seemingly endless rows of trucks, congestions and mad driving. From 
there, my preferred route was to take the turnoff towards Greytown, which was under 
construction for most part of my time in the field. Once through that maze and on the 
R33, the roads and the landscape unclutter. The climb to Greytown is gradual but 
significant, and the road runs through large farms and pine plantations. The landscape is 
grassy and open, typical of the water-rich grasslands of the Midlands, except for the large 
pine plantations that disrupt the otherwise flowing, green topography. The climate gets 
gradually cooler, and the small town of Greytown often has a damp chill to it.  
 
Once through to the other side of town, the road makes a left turn towards Thukela Ferry 
and Dundee. It continues up towards the top of the plantations, and the visibility here is 
often compromised by thick mist. Next, as the descent starts on the other side of the hill, 
the landscape seems to undergo a shift in both appearance and ‘feel’. The vegetation type 
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here is known as ‘thornveld’ and it is very different from the grassy, open areas of the 
Midlands. It is rocky and earthy, and the flora is mostly thorny shrubs and aloes. The 
palette varies throughout the seasons in pale sands, rich brown colours, terracotta, deep 
greens and spots of red, bright greens and yellow when the flowers are in bloom. The 
houses are no longer the big farm houses of Natal, but smaller houses of cement or clay, 
and beehive huts with thatch roofs. Cattle, goats, and dogs frequently occupy the road, 
and in the mornings and early afternoons the roadsides are often busy with schoolchildren 
on their way to and home from school. This was once the Mpofana location, set aside for 
African occupation by the British colonial administration in the 1840’s (Guy 2013), and 
during apartheid it was part of the KwaZulu Bantustan. The contrast with the landscapes 
of former Natal is striking.  
 
After about another ten kilometres, at the bottom of a long hill, stands a monument known 
as Bambatha Ambush Rock. It is a representation of a human figure made out of rocks. 
During the Bambatha Rebellion in 1906, inkosi Bambatha and his followers ambushed 
and attacked a police column here. The rebels were fighting against the increasingly harsh 
British colonial administration and its crushing ‘poll tax’. The rebels lost, and 
repercussions for the districts involved in the rebellion were brutally violent and 
devastating (Guy 2006). Past the memorial, the road flattens somewhat, making it easier 
to absorb the surroundings while driving. Shortly after, however, another climb 
commences towards the top of the mountain surrounding the Thukela Valley. From the 
top, just after the road makes a sharp left, the view is magnificent. 
 
In his paper about George Ryder Peppercorne (2011), a magistrate under Theophilus 
Shepstone stationed at the Mpofana location, Jeff Guy writes: 
 
“As in so much of Natal, time and distance are deceptive. Today a car journey 
from Pietermaritzburg to Mpofana would take something like two hours. 
Then a hardened messenger on foot could cover this distance on foot in four 
days – quicker than a letter now. It is the configuration of the landscape that 
makes so much of it apparently remote, the formidable topography so difficult 
to negotiate, and the contrast between the dry hospitality of the valley, and its 
soft, misty surrounds so marked.” (Guy 2011:6) 
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Inevitably the thornveld landscape, with its distinctive attributes, has shaped how humans 
have utilised the land. In comparison to the Midlands and other parts of former Natal, this 
land is not as favourable for farming or cultivation. So in those respects it may seem 
inhospitable. Peppercorne, in September 1850 on his way to Mpofana, wrote the 
following in his diary about his first encounter with the Thukela Valley: 
 
“I had no knowledge at this time of the totally distinct nature of the tract of 
country forming the Location… [The landscape was] of a totally different 
character, rapidly breaking away into precipitous steppes and ravines down 
to the Impofana almost wholly denuded by pasture or vegetation, except for 
stunted thorns, at this season quite leafless.” (Quote from Peppercorne’s diary 
in Guy 2011: 6). 
 
Today there is a bridge and a traffic light to facilitate orderly crossing of the Thukela 
River into the small town of Thukela Ferry. Pedestrians and livestock also cross the river 
using the bridge, mostly on the narrow walkway next to the vehicle lane. Thukela Ferry 
is not big in size, but it is always bustling. Vehicles struggle to make it other side without 
coming to a full stop at least once. The street is narrow and busy, and on the other end of 
town there are deceptive but necessary speed bumps, no doubt to slow down traffic that 
is coming down the steep hill from the opposite mountain top.  
 
The next place making quite an impression is Msinga Top, nowadays easy to access via 
the twelve kilometres tar road that shoots off to the right from the R33 before reaching 
Pomeroy. From the top the vast-reaching views present a landscape with small clusters 
of houses and huts nestled in between steep gorges, hills and winding rivers. Continuing 
towards Dundee, the road and landscape remain in the same fashion through the town of 
Pomeroy. Not far from here, a turnoff to the left leads towards Uitval, a relocation 
settlement that was established during apartheid. Close to Uitval lies the Limehill 
settlement, where Cosmas Desmond undertook important research and documented the 
consequences of the apartheid forced removals and the life on African resettlements (See 
Hemson, Mail and Guardian 2012; The Discarded People 1971).  
 
As the road continues back into former Natal the landscape changes from dramatic to 
undulating, and large farmlands appear again. The next major intersection leads to 
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Helpmekaar on the left, and down towards Elandskraal and the Mzinyathi River on the 
right. On the other side of the river lies former Zululand / KwaZulu. Many locals use the 
term ‘Zululand’, ‘the tribal areas’ or ‘the Msinga side’ as well as ‘Natal’ in reference to 
the areas on each side of the river, pointing to differences in perceptions and constructs 
between the two areas. In South Africa, old borders form a very prominent part of the 
current socio-political landscape as “the spatial divisions of the past have proven to be 
much more durable than was initially assumed” (Hendricks 2013:335). 
 
In their book about the Buffalo Border13 and the Anglo-Zulu war in 1879, Laband, 
Thompson and Henderson (1983) write that: 
 
“The white settlers of the Buffalo border lands had ever lived under the 
menacing shadow of the Zulu kingdom across the river. Among the Dutch 
community in particular, which had at the first wrested the land it lived upon 
from the Zulus, folk-memories dwelt upon past sufferings endured at Zulu 
hands, especially the searing massacre in 1838 of the Voortrekker families 
around Weenen” (Laband et al. 1983:19). 
 
The words “the menacing shadow of the Zulu kingdom” is in a long-lived notion, as was 
evident in much of the rhetoric of white farmers regarding land reform and fears of what 
will happen if Africans were to be given14 the land. Today, this fear also incorporates 
perceptions of the land reform in Zimbabwe; white farmers imagine an invasion of 
Africans onto farms, and fear government-led expropriation under the banner of fast-
tracking land restitution (Fraser 2008, see also Steinberg 2002: 16 regarding white 
farmer’s notion of ‘border farms’, and Guy 2013:100, 302-305 on ‘frontier farmers’).  
 
From the turnoff to Elandskraal there is another forty kilometres or so to the town of 
Dundee, which was my ‘home base’ in the field. To go there, I could either continue on 
the tarred R33 through the farming landscape and small settlements, or take a right turn 
towards Elandskraal and then turn left at the Lutheran church, just before the trading store. 
 
13 The English name for the Mzinyathi River is the Buffalo River. 
14 The word ‘given’ implies that the land does not belong to Africans, but to the white farmers. I use this 
word intentionally as no farmer ever spoke of returning the land. Rather, their discourse reflected a belief 
that the land is rightfully theirs, and that land reform is a threat to have this taken away from them. 
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This route would take me to Dundee via Rorke’s Drift. In the Anglo-Zulu war in 1879, 
the British and Zulu armies fought in the Battle of Rorke’s Drift after the Zulu victory at 
Isandlwana. At Rorke’s Drift however, the British won. Nowadays there is a museum and 
café at Rorke’s Drift, and many battlefields tour make a stop or depart from there.  
 
When I carried out fieldwork in the eMakhosini Valley and the heritage park (2007-2008) 
I did not have my own transport. Instead I used public transport in the form of taxis 
(minibus taxis, ‘kumbis’) to travel from Durban to Pietermaritzburg and to Ulundi. To 
get around locally I either walked or organized for someone to drive me. Around Ulundi 
and the eMakhosini Valley I often found myself being dependent on someone giving me 
a lift, as the distances are too far for walking, and it can also be dangerous. This created 
a very different experience compared to going into the field with my own car, like I did 
for my field research near the Mzinyathi years later, since I rarely had privacy and time 
for my own thoughts and reflections. 
 
Travelling by taxi was sometimes terrifying, especially on the busy N3 between Durban 
and Pietermaritzburg. Sometimes I would try to go to sleep so I did not have to see the 
traffic and the mad driving. The R66 between Melmoth and Ulundi was full of large 
potholes and speeding vehicles, but not nearly as busy as the highway. On the other hand, 
the taxis were cheap and convenient, and I could get around fairly easily over longer 
distances. On the downside I was not able to stop and take notes or photograph what I 
saw and experienced. I was also confined to the big roads that mainly run past seemingly 
endless pine plantations and large commercial farms. 
 
To briefly position the eMakhosini valley and the nearby town Ulundi in history and in a 
political context, it is important to mention that Ulundi was the capital of the KwaZulu 
Bantustan, and before that home to the royal residence in Zululand. It has long been a 
stronghold for Zulu history and heritage, which is mainly what the heritage park centres 
around (as discussed in article 4 this thesis). The valley is known as the ‘birthplace of the 
Zulu nation’ and graves of ancient Zulu kings are found there. This area has a number of 
battlefields like the Battle of Ulundi and kwaGqokli Hill, as well as other conflict 
memorial sites, for example the grave of voortrekker Piet Retief (eMakhosini-Ophathe 
Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002). In 1879, following the British defeat at Isandlwana, 
and their victory at Rorke’s Drift, the British invaded Zululand and headed for the royal 
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capital. It was here, at the Battle of Ulundi, where the British won the Anglo-Zulu war, 
and where the Zulu army and resistance was broken, leading ultimately to the destruction 
of the Zulu kingdom (Guy 1994). The site of the battle is nowadays a tourist attraction, 
and part of the royal homestead has been refurbished into a museum.  
 
To the north and north-east of the valley and Ulundi we find land under control of 
traditional authorities, the Nobamba, Ngobozane, Ximba, Yanguye, and Obuka 
traditional authorities. Some of them have been exploring ways to incorporate land into 
the park or build on its spin-off potential (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic 
Plan 2002). To the north-west there are pine plantations owned by Mondi Forest and 
privately owned farmland, which continue south of the valley towards Melmoth. The 
Obuka traditional authority is located to the east of the Ophathe Game Reserve. There is 
only about 30 kilometres between the reserve and the southern gate of the Hluhluwe-
Umfolozi Game Reserve, and the park’s strategic plan (2002) mentions the possibility to 
link the heritage park to the game reserve through Obuka land.  
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Data collection and fieldwork dynamics 
In this section I account for the research methods and the data collection, how I planned 
the fieldwork, and what types of data I collected. I describe how I chose my study areas, 
and I summarise the methods and data for the game farms and the heritage park 
respectively. I then discuss the role of interviews in ethnographic research and how I 
structured and used interviews in my fieldwork. This was the most important method for 
my data collection, and the interview process in itself generated insights into power 
relations and the socio-political dynamics in the study area. Through empirical examples 
I highlight the complexities of interviews, around language, translations, and working 
with an interpreter. Another important discussion concerns issues of access. Some broader 
aspects of this are discussed in article 1, but here I present more detail and empirical 
examples. Learning how to navigate the field, in particular maintaining access to people 
and places turned out to be quite revealing and laborious so I elaborate on the issues of 
access quite extensively. Lastly, I will introduce the case studies.  
 
Developing methods 
The study is essentially structured around case studies; five game farms in the borderlands 
of the Mzinyathi River, and the heritage park in the eMakhosini valley. A case study-
based method involves “systematically gathering enough information about a particular 
person, social setting, event, or group to permit the researcher to effectively understand 
how the subject operates or functions” (Berg 2004 in Rutterford 2012:119). This approach 
is useful as it allows for the use of a combination of different methods, which has the 
potential to generate rich and diverse data (Rutterford 2012:119). A multiple case design 
adds credibility to the study as it offers more data end evidence, it however can be time-
consuming, and there is no guarantee that the data from the different cases will be 
comparable (Rutterford 2012; Yin 2003). For this research, the case studies, with their 
differences and similarities, added depth and breadth to the empirical material in terms of 
understanding relations between people, as well as how they situate themselves – and 
others – in narratives of belonging and contestations. The multiple case design offered 
insights through the differences, for example the differing spatial dynamics between the 




Developing the method for this research meant designing an approach that was adaptable 
and flexible, and to create a process that was organised, but not linear. The majority of 
the data from the field was dependent on access to both people and places, so I spent a 
considerable amount of time and effort on building relationships and trust (Ybema et al 
2009). Throughout the entire fieldwork process I consulted with my colleagues in the 
research project on finding solutions and options for ensuring access and data collection, 
as some of them had experienced issues with access, similar to myself.  
 
In the research preparations, which included a literature review, proposal development, 
and several discussions with peers and supervisors, I developed a set of ideas and 
intentions for the methods I chose for carrying out of the fieldwork. I also reviewed the 
work carried out by others in the NWO-WOTRO research programme to get an idea of 
the research participants they had engaged with and what methods they had. On several 
occasions we discussed these aspects as a team, including the challenges we encountered, 
possible solutions and alternative methods and sources of information. This was mostly 
related to our fieldwork, but it also involved sharing readings, insights, ideas and how to 
approach government departments, which officials to speak to, how the Deeds Office 
proceedings work, and so on. Based on this I drafted a research idea and a set of 
preliminary research questions, and I identified a study area which I visited during the 
early stages of the research to explore potential case studies and relationships in the field 
(discussed on page 61 and onwards).  
 
Still, as with much knowledge generated through ethnographic processes, methods 
develop as the research trajectory evolves. I concur with Walsh (2012) who says that 
“[o]ne of the strengths of ethnography is its open-ended nature.” (p. 251). I found that I 
had to adapt throughout the research process, especially while I was in the field, so that I 
could go where the research led me instead of sticking to a rigid research plan. This 
snowball exposure method (Ybema et al. 2009) was mainly applied in the interviews as I 
asked the participants who they thought I should speak with and if there were places I 
should visit. The latter was important as quite often people that left or were evicted from 
farms (due to farm conversion or other reasons) often ended up residing in the same areas, 
continuing to live as a close community. I asked about the farm dwellers that used to live 
on Farm B (for example) the people I interviewed might not know their names, but it was 
likely that they knew where they are living now. 
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Participant observation is at the core of doing ethnography (Walsh 2012:246). In my 
fieldwork, this took different forms depending on the situation. I was always open about 
who I was and the research I was doing (see Walsh 2012: 249 regarding ‘overt’ versus 
‘covert’ observation), and for many of the participants I engaged with I used a gatekeeper 
to facilitate access. When I took notes I always made sure that the participants were aware 
of my note-taking and I asked for their permission to do so. Sometimes I chose to not take 
out my notepad in the middle of a conversation if I deemed it disruptive or insensitive. In 
those cases I wrote my notes after the interview. My gatekeepers (discussed below) and 
their familiarity with local relational dynamics were helpful in this regard, and in terms 
of interpreting behaviour and statements that were implied but not addressed directly.  
 
There were occasions where I took a somewhat covert position in the field, and this was 
when I was asked direct questions in terms of my standpoint regarding for example 
trophy-hunting, poaching, land reform, and labour rights for farm workers. I knew these 
were sensitive topics15 for many of the research participants and I feared that by 
conveying my own opinions I might alienate the participants and jeopardise the 
continuation of the interviews and the fieldwork (see Walsh 2012). My strategy was to 
act as if I was poorly informed of the politics and ask the research participants to explain 
to me instead. Or I would give vague and non-committal answers. Such ‘constraints’ or 
moral dilemmas are not unusual in ethnographic research, as we are expected to perform 
our work in complex and sometimes contentious work environments, whilst meeting 
academic standards and adhering to the rules for acceptable methods Fine and Shulman 
(2009: 179) capture this aptly:  
 
“The fieldworker is supposed to access a research site without compromising 
editorial freedom (even while agreeing to the conditions for entry); disclose 
their research goals fully (even though doing so may lead to them being 
rejected); reassure readers that the site fits the project’s aims (even though the 
 
15 This became clear in the stakeholder workshops we conducted (see Brandt et al 2018) but it is also 
common knowledge as is evident by the large body of academic literature on these topics, and the 
resources and efforts that both wildlife and land rights organisations and advocacy groups spend on this. 
A simple online search will generate numerous media articles on these issues dating back several years.   
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site may not be ideal); and argue that the research will not harm the 
organization (even when the findings may be detrimental).” 
 
As this quote suggests it is hardly possible to conduct ‘perfect’ fieldwork. I give several 
examples of this in my thesis, both in the sections below and in the articles. 
 
On several occasions I did transect walks and drives with the purpose to observe and 
collect spatial information, either by myself, or with my gatekeepers or research 
participants. The intention was to observe and listen to get a sense of the area; for example 
assess what the surrounding landscape with its topography, vegetation, settlements, and 
infrastructure looked like, and if anything generated insights, ideas or information 
regarding the research (cf. Grenier 1998). I would look for places that had emerged from 
the literature review and the interviews, but also from maps and documents I had found 
in the Deeds Office in Pietermaritzburg. This involved different farms, Christian mission 
stations, new and old roads, formal and informal access points to private land, different 
types of settlements, private and communal lands, as well as sites of historical and 
heritage interest. When I travelled with my interpreter we would sometimes stop and chat 
to people, and sometimes we offered them a lift. Quite often these chats would involve 
the latest gossip, such as the politics surrounding the latest induna16, or who is having a 
secret love affair with whom. I also took pictures with my phone of places and features I 
thought were of interest for the study17.  
 
I have also reviewed scholarly work on game farms and the wildlife sector, the history 
and politics of protected areas and game reserves, the post-apartheid land reform, farm 
dwellers and farm dynamics, and hunting and wildlife and masculinities. This process 
included a review of different theoretical approaches, as discussed above in the section 
on my conceptual framework. I have screened media articles on trophy-hunting, rhino 
poaching and the ‘war’ on biodiversity, farm evictions, land claims, and ‘farm attacks’ 
 
16 Advisor to the inkosi (local chief), sometimes overseeing an administrative area. 
17 Regarding the use of photographs; for two days in the field in 2012, Khanda (my interpreter and field 
assistant) and I set out with a camera that I had borrowed for this trip. We photographed landscapes, 
viewscapes, fences, wildlife, roads, rivers, and cattle – anything that I had identified as important to capture 
for the data collection. Unfortunately, the vast majority of these photographs have been lost. Somehow and 
somewhere between having two laptops stolen during the course of one year, I also lost some back-ups of 
my data. The main bulk of my photographs were part of what was lost, and all I have left is a handful of 
low resolution images.   
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and ‘farm murders’. I paid several visits to the Deeds Office in Pietermaritzburg to obtain 
maps of my study area, and to go into the archives to trace farm histories in terms of 
ownership transfers, land consolidations and divisions, and importantly, to try and 
identify who the landowners were, when changes in ownership took place, and when the 
first title deeds were issued. I then read this data against the research participants’ stories 
and perceptions of past and current dynamics, and I tried to compare the archival findings 
with general narratives. I did not find any contradictions between what people told me in 
the interviews and what I found in the records of the Deeds Office. I do not account for 
the specific findings in the archives as this was primarily used for context and background 
information. I have also used secondary data, such as meeting reports, planning 
documents, press articles, and archival material. In addition to information about dates, 
events, procedures and so on, I have looked at this material for discourses around nature, 
culture, wilderness, wild and domesticated animals, but also for place names and the built 
environment. 
 
Selecting the case studies 
On a board level the case study selection was guided by the framing of the NWO-
WOTRO research programme. The funding proposal specifically outlines that the focus 
of the research is privately game farms in the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal provinces 
(NWO-WOTRO 2007). This involves farms that have already undergone a conversion to 
wildlife-based forms of production and those that are currently in this process. When this 
study was initiated several studies had already been completed or were underway, so there 
were already some insights into the game farming landscape in both provinces. As this 
study forms part of the research in KwaZulu-Natal, it seemed apt to consult other students 
and researchers active in this area. I had already done fieldwork in the eMakhosini valley 
in 2007 and 2008, and I therefore had some idea of the farm conversions taking place 
there (Josefsson 2008). Through discussing experiences and findings with the researchers 
who had worked in KwaZulu-Natal I was able to identify areas and farms of interests. 
These were sites that other researchers had identified but not included in their studies due 
to for example scope and time limitations, but also sites that were mentioned in workshops 
and interviews with stakeholders that seemed appropriate for the study. There were 
already several studies in the Midlands region, and a few in former Zululand, but none in 
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the borderlands of former Natal and Zululand, which makes it an interesting and unique 
place of study (see above ‘The District’ and below ‘Presenting the case studies’).    
 
My supervisor suggested that I should contact a friend of her that lives in the area, and 
then do a preliminary field visit. This relationship turned out to be crucial for the final 
selection of case studies. In addition, other students in the programme had done fieldwork 
in nearby areas, so there was already some local-specific knowledge to draw from in that 
regard. So, together with my colleague Mnqobi Ngubane and the friend of my supervisor, 
who became my first gatekeeper in the field, we did a few site visits, guided by my 
gatekeeper’s local knowledge and the insights of my colleagues (see Fine and Shulman 
2009 regarding relying on personal network for access). As we already suspected, there 
were plenty of potential case studies in this area, and its location, the borderlands of the 
Mzinyathi River, suggested interesting dynamics to the farm conversions. The five farms 
that were ultimately selected as case studies were the ones where my gatekeeper knew 
the landowners or the farm managers and could introduce me. Without him, access would 
have been difficult, as I learned when trying to investigate other farms and also through 
the process of maintaining access (discussed below, ‘Negotiating access’ and in article 
1). The decision to focus on the game farms near Rorke’s Drift was hence mainly a result 
of interpersonal relationships. Initially, access to these farms were essentially a 
negotiation between the landowner /farm manager, my gatekeeper, and myself. He 
organised the first meeting, drive me there, made the introductions and I presented my 
research.  
 
On our way to do the preliminary field trip (this was in July 2011) Mnqobi Ngubane and 
I also visited Ulundi and the eMakhosini valley as I wanted to reconnect with the farm 
dwellers whom I knew from my previous research in the area. We discussed the progress 
of the heritage park, their land claims, as well as other dynamics that had developed since 
I was last there in 2008. The visit prompted further communication and contact with the 
farm dwellers, and the ongoing developments and added dynamics of the more recent 
interests of the Zulu royal family lead to the inclusion of paper four in this thesis.  
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Fieldwork on the game farms 
The main bulk of the data on the game farms was collected through ethnographic 
fieldwork in 2012 - 2013, including a couple of field visits in 2011 as well. I initiated the 
study in late 2010 through desktop research on land histories, land reform, private game 
farms, and protected areas in South Africa as well as in KwaZulu-Natal. The purpose was 
to create an overview of related issues as captured by scholars from different disciplines. 
At the time of commencing my PhD studies, I was one of the last students to join the 
NWO-WOTRO research programme, so I had the benefit of access to research proposals 
and theses developed by my colleagues in the programme. 
 
The research participants were people living on the case study farms, on nearby and 
neighbouring farms, on communal land, or church-owned land. Some lived in or near the 
towns of Dundee, Wasbank and Pomeroy, and in relocation settlements, for example 
Uitval and Ekuvukeni (see map on page 51). The majority of the research participants 
were however living close to where the case study farms are located, near both sides of 
the Mzinyathi River, from Rorke’s Drift to Elandskraal.  
 
I interviewed and engaged with farm workers, farm dwellers, domestic workers, 
landowners (cattle farmers and game farmers), farm managers, professional hunters, 
game rangers, nature conservation officials, land activists, land advocacy groups, social 
entrepreneurs, municipal staff, officials from the Department of Rural Development and 
Land Reform, land beneficiaries, people associated with the Lutheran church (pastors, 
teachers, women active in the church), and tour guides. I also met with and interviewed 
people that had been evicted from farms in the area; that either were evicted by the 
apartheid government or by farmers and landowners. 
 
People affected by the dynamics of the game farms (presently or in the past) are also 
found outside the farming sector or farm life, for example on ‘mission land’ as in Rorke’s 
Drift, and working in game lodges, and with battlefields tourism and heritage sites. There 
are also people living in nearby small rural settlements, and in urban and peri-urban areas 
further away, that have links to the game farms and the heritage park, usually through 
family or having lived there in the past. 
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I did 38 structured in-depth or semi-structured interviews where I had engaged with the 
participant before the interview and explained my research. For these occasions I had 
made an appointment for the interview, and we sat down with a tape recorder or notebook 
and worked through the questions I had prepared. However, most of interviews departed 
from the pre-planned interview format and evolved into conversations. Some took two 
hours, some lasted whole evenings and included sharing meals, going on walks, or driving 
to places of interest.  
 
In addition to the in-depth and semi-structured interviews I also did two group interviews, 
and I used information that transpired during the NWO-WOTRO programme’s 
multistakeholder workshops in March 2010, including chats and observations during 
coffee breaks included. Further to this, there are numerous ‘natural conversations’, 
informal chats, and comments and remarks that make up the empirical material. I also 
observed and interpreted relational dynamics between participants, for example game 
farmers and workers, as well as my own relational dynamics with the research 
participants. This was mostly captured by field notes during and after meetings and 
interviews. 
 
Fieldwork in the heritage park  
The data for research in the heritage park was collected in 2007 - 200818, including a 
follow-up visit in 2011, through field trips to eMakhosini valley and the areas around 
Ulundi. I also interviewed and met with research participants in Durban and 
Pietermaritzburg, for example representatives from AFRA, the Church Land Program, 
and the Landless People’s Movement, officials from the Department of Rural 
Development and Land Reform (DRDLR, then the Department of Land Affairs), the 
provincial nature conservation organization Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife (Ezemvelo), and the 
provincial heritage conservation agency Amafa aKwaZulu Natali (Amafa), as well as 
scholars based at the University of KwaZulu-Natal. In and around Ulundi and the 
eMakhosini valley I engaged with Amafa management, Ezemvelo’s Ophathe Game 
Reserve management and staff, farm dwellers, farmers neighbouring the heritage park, 
 
18 This fieldwork for this research was funded through a Minor Field Study (MFS) from the Swedish 
International Development Agency (SIDA), channeled through Södertörn University (my institutional 
affiliation at the time). 
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local tour guides and others involved in local tourism, and members of the Zulu royal 
family. On occasion I employed an interpreter, but for the majority of the interviews 
English was sufficient. Many of the interviews were semi-structured, but I also used in-
depth interviews, focus groups, and natural conversations in combination with participant 
observation. I carried out 29 interviews in total in 2007 and 2008, and in addition another 
eight follow-up interviews in 2011-2013. 
 
Amafa also took me on a full-day tour of the heritage park, Ophathe Game Reserve 
included. The Dutch Reformed Church owns a portion of land in the valley, high up on a 
hill with an enormous cross visible from far away, and the pastor invited me to the church 
as well as to his home. I visited the farm dwellers’ main spokesperson in his home in the 
valley on several occasions. I went to the Multi Media Centre and the Spirit of the 
eMakhosini twice, first in 2007 together with Amafa, and then again in 2011 together 
with Mnqobi Ngubane, and we did the full guided tour as the Multi Media Centre was 
completed then, and we did a guided visit to the Spirit of the eMakhosini monument. 
 
The desktop research consisted of screening media articles, reports from meetings 
between the stakeholders, analysing strategic plans and promotional material for the 
heritage park, and further maps, blueprints and drawings, public speeches, and email 
correspondence between stakeholders. I also reviewed relevant academic literature as 
well as works of fiction and journey accounts from settlers and explorers (see Josefsson 
2008 for details in Appendix H). 
 
Analysing the data 
I have already mentioned the methods and process of data collection and the various 
sources of information. For the analysis, I looked at the data in relation to the 
positionalities of the research participants. In line with the study’s conceptual framework, 
I categorised the participants according to the following factors:  
• Power – scale of powerful to powerless 
• Race  
• Gender 
• Socio-economic status – scale of affluent and secured livelihood to poverty and 
precarity 
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• Control and access to resources - mainly land and livestock and / or wildlife 
• Political affiliation – ANC, IFP, the Zulu royal family (some had none or 
revealed none) 
• Place of residence – on farm, off farm, landowner, tenant, on church land, in 
former Natal, in former Zululand, resettlement location, in town (Dundee) 
 
Another important aspect is the relationships between people19 and land in the context of 
colonial and apartheid dispossession, the post-apartheid land reform, and the 
transformation from conventional farming to wildlife- and wilderness-based forms of 
land-use. This categorisation is based on my own observations as well as that of other 
researchers in the NWO-WOTRO programme and in the literature on land reform: 
• Landowner 
• Land reform beneficiary 
• Farm dweller 
• Farm worker 
• Landless 
• People who were forcibly removed from farms by the apartheid government 
• People who were forcibly removed or relocated by the farmers, including post 
1994 
• People living on church land as a result of removals 
• People living in resettlement areas 
• People with ongoing land claims and labour tenancy claims 
• Farm managers – some are appointed by the state to manage farms on behalf of 
land beneficiaries, some have entered into partnerships with land beneficiaries, 
and some are managing farm on behalf of an absentee landowner 
• People living on communal land – land under traditional leadership 
• People living in the eMakhosini valley 
• People that have relocated from the eMakhoinsi valley since the initiation of the 
heritage park 
 
19 Note that I have not engaged with all the groups directly. Tourists and the Ingonyama Trust are clearly 
a part of the socio-economic dynamics of the study area, and are referred to as stakeholders by other 
research participants as well as in much of the literature. I therefore included them in the analysis for the 
purposes of investigating relational dynamics.  
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• Organisations and trusts owning land – Amafa, Ezemvelo, the Ingonyma Trust 
• Tourists and people working in the tourism sector  
 
The above was used to map the stakeholders and to outline the ‘webs of power’ (Peluso 
and Ribot 2020). As expected, landowners are predominantly male, most of them are 
white, and they enjoy various degrees of affluence and livelihood security in relation to 
others, in particular when compared to black women who. Notably, most of the research 
participants that spoke on behalf of a group were men, which could indicate a male-
dominated hierarchy in the groups they represented (cf. Bolt 2016). This was one part of 
the analysis. Note that I did not carry out the analysis in a linear step-by step order. As I 
generated and analysed data I kept revisiting the different steps of the analysis, putting it 
together as findings and patterns emerged.  
 
I analysed the interviews and the narratives using coding (below), and I also categorised 
this part of the data in relation to the participants (who they are) and their positionalities 
(their position in the ‘web’ or power hierarchy):   
• Who said what? 
• What differs between the groups, for example regarding perceptions of game 
farms or the heritage park? 
• Which groups differ in this regard? 
• What are the discrepancies? 
• What are the similarities? 
• Which groups share opinions, perceptions, and experiences? 
 
I read the narratives and the interviews against the literature, related media publications, 
information from the archives, and I of course discussed this with other NWO-WOTRO 
team members. This was to place the primary data in a broader context and to explore 
parallels and dissimilarities with other information. I analysed the observations I made in 
terms of the physical space – such physical boundaries (e.g. fences), houses, remnants of 
houses, staff attire, décor, roads, topography, the physical presence of security measures 
and violence such as bullet holes, firearms, tactical gear, types of wildlife and livestock – 
against literature on protected areas, private game farms, land reform and securitisation. 
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From this, and together with the narratives analysis, I traced ideologies and constructs of 
nature and wilderness, as well as notions of belonging and control of resources and 
discourse.  
 
The role of my gatekeepers and interpreter are discussed below (page 76). They were 
important for analysing what was said during the interviews but also for observing 
research participants’ behaviour and attitudes. They further provided different 
perspectives and additional context to findings in literature, the media or in the archive. 
This also meant that their positions, bias and ideas influenced the research, as did mine 
of course, as is inevitable in ethnographic research (Saldaña 2013; Law 2004). However, 
their inputs were helpful for reflecting on the nuances of my interpretation of the findings. 
In ethnographic research, this process can be useful, especially when we are entangled in 
our work (Saldaña 2013). This functioned as an ongoing audit of the research (Schwartz-
Shea and Yanow 2009), in addition to the audits I undertook with my supervisors and 
colleagues. For the analysis this means that the inputs provided by my gatekeepers were 
considered in relation to their positionalities.  
 
Coding 
The data analysis essentially builds on coding as the method for structuring findings to 
answer the research questions, and for categorising and reading the data. A code is “a 
word or a short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, 
and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data.” (Saldaña 2013: 
2). In addition to words and phrases I also coded behaviour and that which was unsaid. 
For example, reluctance or refusal to discuss certain topics, silence and / or absence of 
research participants, or emotions such as anger, are also data, as what is not said or 
expressed explicitly is also of value (Ybema et al. 2009; Scott 1990). For example, the 
reluctance by some research participants to talk about poaching or the use of dogs for 
hunting became apparent quite early in the fieldwork. I used “poaching” and “hunting 
dogs” as codes from the start, but as I noticed a pattern in terms of the behaviour these 
codes evoked, I decided to code the behaviour too in the analysis. So, in this case I 
observed a pattern and adapted the coding structure based on this. Whereas in other 
instances I followed a more linear approach of first formulating interview questions 
(designed to gain information to answer the research questions) then deciding on codes, 
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categorising these, and discerning themes that emerged from this analysis. I then analysed 
the themes in relation to the research questions. However, since ethnographic research 
and fieldwork are seldom linear, the coding process tends to be both deductive and 
inductive (Saldaña 2013), as was also the case for me.  
 
Analysing the data starts with the formulation of research questions. They set the direction 
of the research, they reflect values and discourse, and the way they are formulated shape 
the knowledge-generation process (Saldaña 2013). As I wanted to understand the 
complexities of farm conversions and how they affect socio-political and spatial 
relationships, I developed research questions and interview questions that both focused 
on participants’ personal experiences and perceptions, and on understanding farm 
conversions as a phenomenon. In order to capture these types of information, I combined 
several types of coding: attribute, emotion / value, descriptive, narrative, and focused 
(Saldaña 2013). I structured the coding using a model similar to the one shown below as 
a guide (Image source: Saldaña 2013: 13).  
 
Figure 3 Codes-to-theory model for qualitative inquiry.  
 
To continue using the examples given above, the term ‘poaching’ is a code within the 
category ‘illegal /extra-legal’, which fits with the theme ‘belonging’. This is because 
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when we investigate who the poacher is, why the activity is illegal, and the consequences 
if the poacher is caught, as well as what measures are taken to prevent poaching, we find 
a complex answer where race, socio-economic status, past and present spatial control, 
private property laws, and nature conservation histories converge to determine who has a 
right to hunt and kill wildlife, and where, and who does not enjoy these rights and why. 
 
Interviews in ethnographic fieldwork 
Interviews are suitable if not essential for ethnographic research, because they allow the 
researcher to explore issues in-depth, and to understand settings (how place makes a 
difference), actions, behaviour and relationships, as well as feelings, making it a method 
that allows for interpretation (McDowell 2010). Based on previous experiences from 
fieldwork in similar contexts, I had however learned that interviews seldom turn out as 
planned, and that each interview tends to require a quick adaptation to the situation at 
hand. The semi-structured and open-ended questions I had prepared were at times difficult 
to use based on how the interview turned out. In those cases I used them like guidelines 
to attempt to guide the discussion (Byrne 2012; Gillham 2005). Moreover, formalised 
interviews often they feel tense and artificial, and the relationship between researcher and 
respondent becomes awkward (Byrne 2012). I found that the ‘best’ data emerged during 
free-flowing conversations and in unplanned settings.  
 
Initially I tried to work with a pre-planned semi-structured interview format, with a 
number of open-ended questions. Semi-structured interviews are useful for ethnographic 
research as they allow for flexibility, elaboration and expansion, but at the same time they 
keep the focus around central questions, and thereby ensure some consistency in the data 
collection (Byrne 2012; Gillham 2005). However, most interviews ended up being more 
or less ‘unstructured’ (see Gillham 2005: 45-52) as they evolved into conversations and 
took directions into topics which I sometimes had not considered. This was often 
prompted by me asking if there was something they (the participants) would like to tell 
me, or if there was something that they felt I should have asked. Or if I, according to 
them, had missed or misunderstood something (see Gilham 2005). 
 
I needed an interpreter and a field assistant, and my gatekeeper introduced me to ‘Khanda’ 
who is from the study area and works as a historical tour guide. Initially we spent a lot of 
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time discussing the research and ‘bouncing ideas’ about who to speak to, what places we 
should visit, and aspects that seemed interesting to investigate. In the beginning I would 
take the lead in the interviews; I would introduce myself and describe my research and 
what I wanted to know. Khanda would translate and ask me for more information where 
he felt I was too brief. We would then answer any questions from the participants. 
However, the longer the fieldwork progressed, the more comfortable he became with 
taking the lead in the interviews. 
 
Whenever we talked about something that seemed interesting or relevant for my research, 
I would try and prompt with follow-up or clarifying questions, but only if it felt 
appropriate to do so. For example, I tried to not impose too much of myself and my 
research plans into these situations, as it felt insensitive and rude. Especially since lot of 
the data consisted of personal narratives, including personal perceptions and lived 
experiences. Trying to read the situation, and to get a ‘feel’ for when I could insert 
questions, and what kind of questions I could ask, was difficult to plan in advance. In 
particular in the beginning of the fieldwork I had to try to figure out what was sensitive 
or difficult to discuss, and how to avoid ‘upsetting’ or challenging the power hierarchies 
too much, as this could potentially compromise access.  
 
Regarding anonymity all research participants in this research will remain anonymous. 
Any names of individuals used are pseudonyms, as are the names of the case study farms. 
Place names, for example ‘Dundee’ and the names of rivers and roads have been left 
unchanged. The eMakhosini valley is a large area comprising of different types of land 
use and different groups of residents, so there is no need to anonymise the valley. I have 
however left out the names of individual farms, and overall I have deliberately left place 
descriptions somewhat vague. 
 
I always addressed the questions of anonymity in the beginning of the interviews, and 
explained to the participants that they would be anonymous and that no one else could 
access the transcripts. Several of them however stated that they had no need for 
anonymity, and those that questioned this did so because they felt comfortable with being 
open with their views and opinions, or felt that what they said was not sensitive or 
controversial. In contrast to this, many participants were very uncomfortable in the 
interviews, and refused or evaded to answer some of the questions. For the sake of 
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simplicity, consistency, and ethical considerations, I however made the decision to 
anonymise everyone.  
 
The tape recorder was difficult to use. Certain environments are simply impossible for a 
tape recorder, for example being outdoors or doing a focus group interview inside a noisy 
barn. But more commonly, many were very uncomfortable with the tape recorder, some 
even refused to let me use it, and I felt that the tape recorder itself became an object of 
distraction and distance between me and the participants. It seemed to cause a suspicion 
and I struggled to convince the participants that the interviews were only for the purposes 
of my research. Hence, early on in the fieldwork, I decided to stop using the tape recorder. 
 
Language and discourse: Working with an interpreter 
Using academic language is familiar and comfortable to me and my colleagues. It is often 
a requirement in the research proposal development process, in article development, and 
in other academic writing that we use academic language. This is also how we often 
communicate between colleagues, and how we discuss and reflect on our findings and 
ideas. Outside these contexts however, certain academic terms and jargon may seem 
abstract and inaccessible. Therefore, in order to make the research language applicable to 
the field, and to communicate in a meaningful way with research participants - who often 
are outside the contexts of academia - we need to adapt language and terminology. In my 
case, working with an interpreter who is required to move between two different 
languages, added further layers to this aspect of communication, interpretation, and 
knowledge generation. 
 
The interpretation process can be summarised as follows: Swedish is my first language. I 
am fluent in English but not a native speaker. I use academic English on a daily basis, and 
I conceptualised my research in that context. Khanda’s mother tongue is isiZulu, he is 
fluent in English, but he is not an academic. Some research participants spoke no English, 
and some were not literate. Khanda and I therefore had to develop our own discourse 
around the research that was applicable in the field. He had to interpret this into terms in 
isiZulu that made sense to the research participants, and then interpret and translate their 
responses to me. After the meetings and the interviews, we would discuss responses, 
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meanings, body language, and what was said implicitly, especially if it concerned 
sensitive topics. 
 
Nonetheless, there are certain terminology and contextual nuances that need unpacking 
and elaboration. The term ‘livelihood’ for example, which I use frequently in my writing, 
was sometimes difficult to use in interviews. My colleague Mnqobi Ngubane suggested 
izindlela zokuziphilisa20, but he also points out that they are somewhat inaccurate in terms 
of mine and his academic understanding of the concept of ‘livelihood’. He further said it 
is extremely hard to give a direct translation with the same meaning that I or we intend to 
convey21. This example is just to illustrate a typical interpretation challenge in the 
interviews. It also brings about a number of questions regarding the data analysis, and 
how Khanda and I interpret the results. Are nuances lost in the process? Am I missing out 
on aspects to my research because of language barriers? Likely, yes. And this is also one 
of the challenges to this ethnography, yet an inevitable one.  
 
One of the advantages of working closely with an interpreter is that it deepens the 
understanding of the research and the field through the conversations we had between 
ourselves. On our way to and from interviews and meetings we had the opportunity to 
discuss and reflect on what we observed, especially that which people would not say 
directly, but what was implied when ‘reading between the lines’ and for example, 
reluctance to answer certain questions (see Ybema et al 2009; also cf. Scott (1990) 
regarding ‘hidden transcripts’). I believe that this was crucial to the learning and 
knowledge generation process, and for trying to understand how the research and my 
questions were received and understood by the participants22.  
 
Interview dynamics: Power, access and negotiations 
Below I account for an interview that exemplifies some of the common challenges to my 
fieldwork and conducting interviews. This example also speaks to issues of access and 
 
20 A rough attempt to a literal translation would be something like ‘methods of making oneself feel well’. 
21 This is based on e-mail correspondence between Mnqobi Ngubane and I in August and September 2017 
and WhatsApp conversations in October 2017, where we discuss issues of interpretation and translation in 
our fieldwork. 
22 For this particular section I want to acknowledge and thank Femke Brandt for her input and for sharing 
her experiences. Shew has been of great help in terms of reflecting on the challenges of discourse, 
interpretation and the knowledge generation process. 
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reflects the power dynamics and relationships on the farms. My own role and (in)abilities 
to influence the situation is important to understand as it forms part of the power dynamics 
and the options I had for negotiating that the interview actually took place. McDowell 
(2010) states that “[r]elations of power and authority affect the nature of exchanges, most 
clearly in the police interview but in almost all social interactions” (p. 156). 
Acknowledging this is important for understanding the research interview in terms of the 
data it generates, but also to reflect on how our identities and positions inform the 
situation, so that we can engage in interactive and reflexive interviews (Byrne 2012; 
McDowell 2010).  
 
On 13 February 2012 I had scheduled an interview with farm workers at Farm D (see 
page 91). I had previously met with and interviewed the farm manager. He had put me in 
contact with ‘Msizi’, a farm worker who, according to the manager, represented the 
workers and resident farm dwellers as a group. I had already conducted one interview 
with Msizi and one other worker, but the idea was that I would meet with him again as 
well as some of the other workers on the farm. In the morning of the interview the 
manager phoned me, furious, because I had made plans to interview ‘his’ workers without 
checking with him first “Don’t you think that I, as the farm manager, should know who 
comes to the farm? You have already interviewed these people, you can’t come here again 
without making the proper appointment. They are very busy on the farm now” (Farm 
manager Farm D 13 February 2012). I said that I was unaware that I was supposed to 
check with him first, and I apologised. Admittedly, I knew based on experience and 
observations of power dynamics on the farms that there was an expectation that I would 
run everything by the landowner. In this case I decided not to. 
 
Firstly, I wanted an interview without intervention and interference from the farm 
manager. Very often on-farm interviews with farm workers or farms dwellers took place 
in the presence of the landowner or someone close to them in rank, like a farm manager 
or a foreman. This limited the ways in which we could engage in the interview, especially 
regarding topics such as land reform, labour and housing conditions, and labour rights. 
The precarious situation for many farm workers and dwellers can make it difficult for 
them to express anything that may be perceived as negative or undermining to the 
landowner or farm management in a setting where the interview is monitored or can be 
overheard. I too had to be conscious of how I framed the interviews so as to not 
75 
compromise the participants, or my access to the farms. In this case I wanted an interview 
without these dynamics.  
 
Secondly, I also wanted to see if or how it was possible to approach an interview in this 
manner. To what extent was the farm manager in control of the space and the whereabouts 
of the workers? He had facilitated the initial contact, and he knew that I was going to 
organise interviews. At no point did he explicitly tell me that I had to inform him first, I 
believe he just assumed that I would. In that sense my approach was somewhat of an 
experiment; I wanted to see how things unfolded. As it turned out, in the morning of the 
interview he found out from one of the workers that I was on my way, and that I was 
bringing Khanda. He phoned me and he shouted, he was very offended, and he told me 
that I was not allowed to come. I apologised and said that I had assumed everything was 
in order, and that I was wrong in doing so (I was not honest about my ‘experiment’). He 
eventually accepted my apology and calmed down, and said I was allowed to have the 
interview. However, he explained that there was no need to bring Khanda, as he and Msizi 
could handle the interpretation. I phoned Khanda and we agreed that it was best that he 
did not come to the interview, since that would probably create more tension. We agreed 
that I would seem less threatening if I went by myself.  
 
I arrived at the farm and parked my car. The farm manager and his foreman, a young 
white man who had recently relocated from the Free State to work on the farm, came in 
a bakkie and drove me to the large barn where the interview took place. Inside there were 
hay bales and grain sacks on the floor, and pieces of farming equipment stacked around 
the room. It was a bit dark and dusty, and the air was hot and stale. The farm workers, all 
African men, were waiting for us to arrive, including Msizi. The foreman placed himself 
standing up on a hay bale, feet wide apart and arms crossed. The rest of us were sitting 
down on the bales and the sacks. The farm manager stayed in the background. It was tense 
and uncomfortable. I felt that I could not ask the foreman and the manager to leave, I 
honestly felt quite intimidated and that I had pushed things far enough already. 
 
I started very tentatively by explaining who I was and what the purpose was with the 
interview. I gave a very general description where I avoided issues of land reform and 
labour rights, I was afraid of what would happen if I did. I paused for the farm manager 
and Msizi to translate, but based on my limited knowledge of isiZulu I could tell that the 
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translations were kept very short. I focused my questions on the presence of wildlife on 
the farms, and how the workers and the farm dweller families felt about sharing spaces 
with wildlife and if this had impacted on their lives. It was mainly Msizi who answered 
the questions, and when I tried to probe the others, they essentially echoed his responses.  
 
The interview took an unexpected turn when Msizi started asking me questions about the 
rights of farm dwellers and workers; about their rights to housing, electricity, and water, 
and where they should turn to address issues with their employer. He and the other 
workers got very agitated and loud, and it was clear that they felt neglected and 
mistreated. I had absolutely no idea how to handle the situation, and since my technical 
knowledge of labour laws is limited, I could not provide any satisfactory answers. An 
already tense situation turned volatile, and my interview quickly disintegrated. By then 
Msizi and the farm manager, who had moved towards the middle of the rooms were 
having an animated discussion about the living and working conditions of the workers on 
the farm. The foreman still remained silent and I too kept quiet, but I was still taking notes 
where I could. The workers expressed their support for Msizi and their dissatisfaction 
with the farm manager through loud calls and shouting. Eventually things calmed down 
when the farm manager promised to have another meeting about the workers’ concerns. 
In the end I may not have obtained any data regarding the conversion to game farming 
and the introduction of wildlife, but on the other hand I obtained insights into power 
hierarchies and conflicts on the farm.  
 
Negotiating access: Paternalistic relationships and gatekeepers 
I have already mentioned some aspects where my gatekeepers influenced the research 
process and in particular the fieldwork. In fact, they turned out to be essential for 
negotiating access. The initial access to my case study farms was facilitated by my 
gatekeeper, who introduced me to game farmers and potential case study farms. Based on 
experiences from previous fieldwork, in particular from the eMakhosini valley and the 
heritage park, I agreed to this approach, as trying to make first contact on my own had 
proven difficult and even causing antagonism. The first visit hence served the purpose to 
obtain approval from the landowners to conduct fieldwork on their farms and to conduct 
interviews with them, as well as farm workers and farm dwellers.  
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In the first meeting, together with my gatekeeper I explained my research, what I planned 
it would entail, and I made clear that I wanted to interview farm workers and farm 
dwellers, men and women, elderly and youth, and people from different families. In the 
end this materialised only to a limited extent. In fact, I was never able to meet with or 
interview any farm residents other than those who the farmer had given permission for. 
The ‘appropriate’ and expected way for me to make contact with farm residents, and to 
visit them in their own homes, is to obtain permission from the landowner. They decided 
who I could interview, and when. 
 
To illustrate how this often unfolded, I use an example from Farm A (see page 83). The 
first meeting with the farm’s owner and manager, facilitated by my gatekeeper, went well. 
It was a relaxed conversation, sitting under the trees next to the braai area, having tea, 
coffee and biscuits. I explained my research and what I intended to do, I interviewed the 
farm owner and the manager, and I got the impression that they answered my questions 
openly and without much apprehension. With regards to my request to interview the two 
resident farm dweller families, they agreed to put me in contact with the family head and 
granted me access to conduct my interviews. A few months later when I tried plan for this 
interview, the atmosphere had changed considerably. Upon my first phone call to the farm 
manager (which followed on an e-mail) I was told that I could only meet with one person, 
and I was not allowed to take too much if his time, as they were very busy on the farm at 
that moment (Field note 1 December 2011). I suggested to schedule the interview after 
work hours but was told that this was not possible. 
 
The manager gave me a date for the interview and arranged for it to take place in the braai 
area again, which is adjacent to the main building. This meant that we had very little 
privacy during the interview. The person I interviewed, the family head responded 
positively to my requests to interview other family members and to visit his homestead. 
He gave me the number to his wife and asked me to make the appointment through her. 
Later, when I phoned his wife to organise the visit, I was told that I still had to negotiate 
access through the farm manager to visit their home on the farm. He again denied my 
request based on that I had already done my interview and I could not disturb them further. 
 
From this played out I observed several aspects around access. Firstly, access to the farm 
and the people living there is negotiated with the landowner. This is an ongoing process, 
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and the definition of what the access entails, once granted, is fluid. It is an agreement that 
can easily be changed or revoked. I had to try and find a balance between maintaining 
access and still ask critical questions and collect data. Secondly, I felt responsible towards 
my gatekeeper and that I should not upset relationships between him and the farmers, 
since I was positioned in relation to him. He also felt responsible for my presence on the 
farms. Thirdly, I did consider the possibility to access the farms without the permission 
or knowledge of the landowner, but decided it was too risky in terms of creating unwanted 
consequences for the farm dwellers. Based on what happened when I tried to bypass these 
hierarchies (see Interview dynamics: Power, access and negotiations, page 73 and 
onwards refers), this would likely have created more tensions. Practically this could also 
have been difficult due to the presence of tall game fences and locked and guarded gates. 
No doubt there are ‘unofficial’ access points to the farms, but it would have been unwise 
for me to enter the farm using those, as it would mean trespassing and potentially 
unpleasant consequences.  
 
Returning to the matter of gatekeepers, I concur with Reeves (2010) who says that 
“[c]entral elements of access are gatekeepers. These people can help or hinder research 
depending upon their personal thoughts on the validity of the research and its value, as 
well as their approach to the welfare of the people under their charge” (p. 317). To various 
degrees I experienced how gatekeepers were able to shape the research trajectory. Later 
in the research process, Khanda became my gatekeeper in some respects, but his presence 
and position were different from my first gatekeeper. They possess different 
positionalities in terms of race and age, which shaped their ability to both grant and hinder 
access for me in the field. Landowners and farmers too acted as gatekeepers in the sense 
that they tried to control my access to farm workers and resident farm dwellers, as well 
as to the farms in general (see article 1 this thesis).  
 
The eMakhosini valley was slightly different in terms of negotiating access. As it is a 
provincial heritage park the public can access the area, and at the time of my fieldwork 
the park was not one consolidated space, and fences were scarce. Contested land in the 
valley and land under private ownership were however more challenging to access, and I 
experienced similar control and monitoring mechanisms as on the game farms. Certain 
heritage sites were also not publicly displayed in order to protect them from being 
misused. I could access the Ophathe Game Reserve as a visitor, but I was always 
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accompanied by Amafa or Ezemvelo staff. I was told by an Amafa representative that I 
could not speak to the farm dwellers or anyone else without speaking to park management 
first. He made it clear to me that he would tell me the ‘real’ story so that I could 
“understand everything” (Interview 5 November 2007), which is similar to how farmers 
and landowners tried to control farm narratives. He became gatekeeper of sorts, but he 
had limited influence over me and my study as I was not dependent on him for access. 
For some interviews which he had facilitated for me, he insisted that one of his staff would 
come with me and I was not in a position to refuse, as I feared it might compromise my 
access to the study area and upset the relationship with some the research participants.  
 
When I visited the farm dwellers in the valley I usually got off the taxi at ‘Ulundi 19’ 
which is an intersection nineteen kilometres from Ulundi, and they collected me from 
there. This way I avoided going all the way into town and getting off at the taxi rank. This 
meant I could go into the valley without making my presence known in Ulundi. Once my 
purpose for being in the area was known, my movements and whereabouts were 
constantly scrutinised, especially by Amafa. I never saw another white person traveling 
with the taxis, so I inevitably stood out at the taxi rank. In addition to this, when I was in 
the area I often stayed in a hut in a ‘bush camp’ outside Ulundi, which was owned by 
Amafa but managed by someone else through a lease agreement. This created an awkward 
situation as the managers were rather interested in the park and my fieldwork, and they 
were assertively curious about my findings and interactions. This also meant that Amafa 
knew exactly when I was coming and going. Most stakeholders were very aware of where 
I had been and with whom I had spoken and met, which lends itself to an explanation that 
they were communicating with each other about my whereabouts. The farm dwellers in 
the valley were however not part of this dynamic. 
 
I have some reflections with regards to my experiences with access in my fieldwork. 
Firstly, as the landowners and farm managers were quite restrictive in terms of whom 
they allowed me to engage with, the data is inevitably limited by this. It is possible that 
other farm workers or farm dwellers would have shared different stories with me, but it 
also possible that not much else would have transpired as the hierarchies between workers 
and landowner on the farms are quite entrenched. Another possibility is that the 
spokesperson holds a certain authority over the other farm workers, which is part of the 
farm hierarchy, and others would feel reluctant to contest this authority by sharing 
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different or contradicting information. What this does tell me, is that landowners can 
exercise significant control of workers and farm dwellers as they could decide who I 
should speak to and when. Furthermore, as I was not allowed to visit the farms and the 
people who live there other than when sanctioned by the landowner, the spatial control is 
notable. It is a strange position to be in; is it trespassing or simply visiting someone in 
their home if I go to a farm dweller’s house? As I have explained, I was not prepared to 
take that risk and jeopardise my own or the farm dwellers and workers safety. 
 
I have also mentioned that many landowners and farm managers were of the opinion that 
they were responsible for informing me of the ‘correct’ story of the farms and what was 
going on in the area. Deciding with whom I could speak was no doubt part of this. I view 
this as an attempt to try to control the narrative as well, and to project and maintain certain 
ideas of what the farms are, or should become. Attempts to control access were equally 
tangible in the heritage park, as I describe in article 4. This type of access- and narrative 
control was imposed on me as well as on Khanda, who is dependent on the relationship 
with landowners and park management for a significant part of his livelihood (historical 
tour guide). During the field work, he too was quite careful with what he said and when 
he joined me and not, as he did not want to risk his income from the tour groups.  
 
Neither Amafa, nor the landowners / farm managers allowed me to interview any tourists 
or hunters. The explanation was that I could not disturb them, and it is possible that my 
presence and questions would have been disruptive to their stay and experience. At one 
point I considered approaching tourists at the Rorke’s Drift museum and café but since 
they were accompanied by tour guides affiliated with the farms, I felt that this too would 
‘break the rules’, something that Khanda agreed with. As tourism and tourist perceptions 
were not the primary focus of my study, I decided to not pursue other avenues of access 
in this regard. It is however another example of how issues of access played out in my 
field work. Further reflections on access dynamics in the field are provided in article 1. 
 
Presenting the case studies 
The below descriptions of the different case studies vary in length and detail. This is 
because of the differences in how I was granted access to the case study sites and to 
research participants, which in turn affected the amount of data I was able to obtain. There 
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will be some repetition between the case studies descriptions and the empirical material 
in the articles, but this is inevitable as the articles are developed as stand-alone publishable 
manuscripts. 
 
First I describe some key aspects of the areas around the Mzinyathi River that are 
important for the farms’ historical and current contexts. I then discuss the three farms that 
lie next to the river (A, B and C), followed by the remaining two (D and E). Lastly I 
discuss the eMakhosini valley and the heritage park, although somewhat briefly as the 
case study is presented in detail in article 4.  
 
The case study sites in the Mzinyathi river area consisted of five different game farms 
situated in fairly close proximity to one another. Three of them border directly on the 
Mzinyathi River, and the other two are situated about ten kilometres inland from the river. 
The legacy of the Christian missionaries who arrived as settlers in the second half of the 
19th century, churches and mission stations included, is an important aspect of the socio-
economic networks of this area. Mission land like Shiyane, where the Rorke’s Drift café 
and museum is located, the presence and activities of the church, and the histories of the 
amakholwa23 (believers, used in reference to African Christian converts) are powerful 
contributors to shaping the land and its relationships (Guy 2006). On the drive from 
Dundee to Rorke’s Drift, as you pass the turn-off to Nqutu, you will see Shiyane. I found 
that many farm dwellers who had been evicted from farms nearby, or that relocated for 
other reasons, moved onto mission land after negotiations with the church. This land 
differs from the surrounding larger farms because of the mission station and its adjacent 
white buildings, and the concentration of small residential houses.  
 
Regarding the post-apartheid land reform, there have been land claims in the area where 
the claimants were successful and have taken ownership of the land. As in other parts of 
the country, there are also unresolved claims, as well as other land reform processes 
awaiting investigation or delivery of outcomes (see e.g. Ntsebeza and Hall 2007). Several 
research participants talked about illegitimate land claims, where one or a group of 
 
23 For a history on the kholwa, see Norman Etherington’s important book Preachers, Peasants, and 
Politics in Southeast Africa 1835-1880: African Christian Communities in Natal, Pondoland, and 
Zululand (1978). 
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individuals have tried to forge evidence for claiming farms in the area. Whether this is 
true or not is perhaps of less importance in the context of tensions around land reform, 
belonging, and uncertainty. These are common conversation topics and locals often 
confronted me about my views on the ‘land issue’. I say ‘confronted’ as the manner in 
which most people brought this up with me was very confrontational. For example, a 
white farmer said to me “You mustn’t give land to the blacks. They only know how to 
farm children” (Field note 7 September 2011). As much as this could be intimidating and 
disturbing it was also an opportunity; people wanted to talk about land issues.  
 
On a broad level the case study game farms represent fairly general farm narratives and 
histories for this part of the world. Each farm also functions as a separate space with its 
own boundaries, through which each landowner asserts their own belonging. An 
important characteristic of the three farms bordering on the Mzinyathi River is that the 
farmers and the white farming community in the area, experienced that they were on the 
frontier of old Natal, and that they had a responsibility to maintain this ‘border’ (see Guy 
2013: 302-303 on ‘frontier farmers’, also cf. Steinberg 2002). The other two farms have 
a slightly different context, being located further away from the old border. The farmers 
here associate their land with images of something pristine, untouched, and natural, and 
more often refer to their bond with and love for nature and wild animals than the farmers 
bordering on the Mzinyathi River. Visually, their landscapes are also different. There are 
fewer settlements close nearby, and the I got the impression of more open and wide-




Figure 4 Northern KwaZulu-Natal province, showing case study Farms A, B and C in 
relation to private and communal land 24 
 
Farm A 
To reach Farm A you drive pass the Rorke’s Drift museum and café and continue for a 
few kilometres towards Elandskraal on the gravel road winding through mission land and 
past African homesteads. A small and rocky farm road leads up a hill to Farm A’s main 
gate, which is a carefully monitored access point. 
 
The farm’s main business is battlefields tourism, it features a lodge and offers well-known 
battlefields tours. It was converted into a tourism- and game farm in 1994, and it is a 
 
24 This map was first published in Spierenburg and Brooks (2014), ‘Private Game Farming and Its Social 
Consequences in Post-Apartheid South Africa: Contestations over Wildlife, Property and Agrarian 
Futures. Journal of Contemporary African Studies 32 (2), page 159. The areas in white colour are 
privately owned land (former Natal). 
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proclaimed Natural Heritage site. The purpose of having wildlife on the farm is according 
to the owners in part because it is “nice to have” (Interview 6 September 2011). Wildlife 
also adds value to the scenery and natural heritage, and visitors appreciate seeing game 
on the farm. Some hunting is taking place, as well as game drives and birding tours, but 
most visitors come there for the battlefields. The landscape is typical thornveld with 
koppies and steep slopes towards the Mzinyathi River. There was also a settler mission 
station here, which was located in the north-eastern part of the farm facing Isandlwana 
Hill (Deeds Office Pietermaritzburg 2012a), but I never visited this portion of the farm. 
 
A small number of livestock is kept on the farm that belongs to the two farm dweller 
families. It is kept separate from the game animals, and the numbers are strictly controlled 
to manage grazing capacity and to avoid ‘clashes’ with the wildlife. The farm dwellers 
either have work on the farm or work in Dundee. They have lived on the land for at least 
four generations according to one of the elders, who said that his mother was born on the 
farm (Interview with farm dweller head 2 December 2011). Exact dates are difficult to 
verify, but nonetheless the family has been there for a long time. I never got to see the 
farm dwellers’ homes, all my interviews were organised via the owner and took place at 
the braai area near the lodge’s reception and communal areas (discussed on page 76). 
 
I interviewed one of the elders, the family head, who works on the farm as a ranger. Part 
of his duties are to prevent poaching and trespassing, especially poaching with hunting 
dogs. This is dangerous work, as the poachers often are armed, and his job is to shoot the 
dogs on sight. He explained that he is unable to leave the farm out of fear that the poachers 
will take revenge on him for killing their dogs (Interview with farm dweller head Farm A 
2 December 2011). On another occasion I interviewed a former game ranger (3 July 2013) 
who worked at the farm at the time of the conversion. He said that at that time they were 
mainly concerned about the impact the wildlife might have on the cattle, but as far as he 
knew there had never been any problems in this regard. He did however say that the farm 
dwellers ability to move across the farm became very limited with the erection of the 
game fence, and that incidents of trespassing and poaching became more common after 
the conversion. As a result they felt more restricted and unsafe on the farm (Interview 
with former game ranger Farm A 3 July 2013).  
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There was a tragic incident in the mid-2000’s on this farm involving the murder of the 
previous owner, a famous local historian and battlefields tour guide. The farm is still 
under the ownership by the same family, but it is now run by his wife and one of their 
sons. Most people I interviewed or talked to about my research would bring up the murder 
as soon as I mentioned that I was doing research on game farms in this area. Although I 
never made specific enquiries about the murder it always became a topic of discussion. 
People had different theories about why he was murdered, and some claimed it was a 
farm murder. Similar claims were made several times during my field in reference to other 
murders and attacks in the area. 
 
Farm B 
The next farm lies to the south of Farm A and their game fences border on each other. To 
reach this farm you drive past the turnoff to Farm A and continue for a few kilometres 
towards Elandskraal. A large part of this farm’s border runs along the gravel road, so a 
lot can be observed by walking or driving past. The farmer bought two adjacent farms in 
early 1980’s with the intent of establishing a game farm and a lodge to offer battlefields- 
and eco-tourism. One of the farms had been a cattle farm under white ownership since 
the early 1900s and a number of farm dwellers lived on the farm at the time of purchase 
(Interview with former owner Farm B 7 September 2011; Deeds Office Pietermaritzburg 
2012b). The other farm has an intriguing history, and it proved difficult to trace its 
ownership records in the deed registry. A map from the early 1900’s shows this piece of 
land as a ‘blank’ space, with no name or designation. One explanation presented to me is 
that it was a ‘location’; land where Africans lived, farmed their own cattle and crops, but 
also served as a labour reserve for commercial, white-owned farms in the area. This 
particular piece of land is indeed not very conducive to farming. It is rocky and covered 
in prickly bush. The farm dwellers who used to live on the cattle farm explained that there 
were a handful of families that used to live on the other farm, possibly of Sotho descent, 
but that they had no relation to them (Interview with former farm dwellers Farm B 30 
November 2012). This was difficult to verify, but there was a definite sense of separation 
between to two farms.  
 
After the farms were consolidated in the 1980’s the farm dwellers started leaving. The 
relocations took place over several years, and not as a single event (Interview with former 
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farm dwellers Farm B 30 November 2012). During the construction of the lodge and the 
game fence many of the resident farm dwellers were involved in the work. Shortly after 
this was completed, the owner told some of the farm dwellers that they had to leave 
(Interview with former owner Farm B 7 September 2011). This was now a game farm, 
and people could not live there anymore, and certainly not their livestock. The farm 
dwellers told me that they accepted this, it was simply the way things were. The farmer 
said, so they did. Many of them moved across the road onto mission land, and some 
continued working on the farm as casual labour. Some says that they decided to leave 
themselves when the farm was converted. Not being allowed to keep livestock and 
insecure working conditions seem to have contributed to their decision. A few of them 
were offered permanent jobs in the lodge, and some of them still work there. 
 
When I asked how they felt about relocating, the elders in particular express sadness for 
the abandoned homesteads and crop fields. They said that because some of their kraals 
are still visible from the road, and so are the old mielie fields that still grow near the 
Isibindi River, it makes them sad to go past the farms as they are reminded of their old 
homes. They also have family graves on the farm which most of them are not visiting. 
Not because they are not allowed to, but I got the impression that they find it difficult to 
go there. Some of them explained to me that they no longer wish to be buried on the farm 
with their ancestors, but would prefer to be buried near where they live now (Interview 
with former farm dwellers Farm B 30 November 2012). The farmer said that he has no 
problem with people visiting their family graves should they want to, but they must make 
arrangements for the visits beforehand (Interview with former owner Farm B 7 September 
2011). 
 
In recent years, the farmer initiated a process to transfer ownership of the farm to a trust, 
a committee made up of six people that were employed on the farm. None of them were 
however part of the former farm dwellers. The reasons for the ownership transfer are a 
bit unclear. The committee members claim they did not query his reasons when the farmer 
approached them, and they gladly accepted the offer (Trust member Farm B 29 November 
2012). The farmer said he was getting old and considering retirement and came up with 
the idea for this arrangement (Interview with former owner Farm B 7 September 2011). 
Others, admittedly not directly involved in the matter, have suggested that this was a 
strategic move on the farmer’s behalf to avoid being confronted with a land claim or a 
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labour tenancy claim. Then there are those who refer to the farmer’s long-standing 
involvement in local politics and economic development, and his altruistic efforts in 
helping ‘local Zulus’, to explain why he would ‘give away’ his land (Field notes 7 
September 2011; 29 and 30 November 2012). 
 
Part of the ownership transfer involves the construction of houses for the committee 
members and setting aside part of the farm for their cattle. At the time of my fieldwork, 
the farmer and the committee were waiting for feedback and promised funding from the 
Department of Agriculture to start the construction. The farmer was leasing the 
farmhouse, the lodge and the tourism business from the committee. As for the wildlife 
this was not included in the deal, so it was still owned by the farmer. Some of the farm 
dwellers thought it strange that the farmer approached people that had no relationship to 
the land other than working there, and they were wondering why he had not come to them 
instead (Interview with former farm dwellers Farm B 30 November 2012). I tried to raise 
this with the trust members but they were reluctant to talk about it. I also got the 
impression that they were suspicious in terms of what my intentions were. It was a 
paradoxical situation for them. They were both owners of the farm and at the same time 
employed by its former owner, who also managed the negotiations with the government 
departments. In the light of this it is understandable that my presence, questions and 
interest in the farm and the ownership transfer were met with apprehension. 
 
Farm C 
This farm is located past the T-junction and the two German Lutheran churches at 
Elandskraal. The entrance gate is modest and slightly run down. A thatch roof resting on 
a stone structure is built over the cattle grid, and a thick and heavy chain hangs across the 
entrance. More often than not however, the entrance was found left open and the chain 
was bundled up on the side. Tall grass grows around the entrance, creeping up against the 
gates, adding to the impression that the farm is somewhat neglected. Going up the farm 
road, a sign points to the right for the bush camp and to the left for the farmhouse. The 
road towards the camp climbs around the hill, and at the top one looks out over steep hills 
reaching down towards the Mzinyathi River.  
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The camp is a rustic bush camp which mostly used by hunters. Hunting is the main 
economic activity of the farm, but client numbers have gone down in recent years. Down 
by the river, where the land flattens somewhat and the soil is more fertile, there is an 
abandoned citrus plantation surrounded by a dilapidated fence. The game fence towards 
the river is bent and broken in several places, and it is obvious that people enter and leave 
the farm here. When the river runs low, sand banks surface, and cattle wade through the 
river from the other side to graze. On occasion I saw wildlife on the farm, mostly buck 
and zebra, but from what I was told there are not very many animals left.  
 
Farm C was converted into a game farm in the mid-1990’s and prior to that the land was 
mostly used for cattle farming. It has had African residents from the late 19th century up 
until the conversion. For most of that time period the farm was owned by descendants of 
a German missionary, who also founded the Lutheran church in Elandskraal. The farm 
also includes a large portion of land which was under African occupancy until the 
apartheid government evicted the residents in 1968 (a ‘black spot’ removal). That farm 
was then sold to a new farmer and incorporated into what is now Farm C (Deeds Office 
2012c). About thirty families were forcibly removed relocated to a resettlement area 
named Uitval. They were rounded up on trucks with whatever belongings they could 
bring and taken from their homes to the settlement, where most of them still live today. 
Through the land restitution programme the evicted families lodged a land claim, which 
was settled in favour of the claimants and the farm has since been returned them (I discuss 
the details of this process below). 
 
When the farm was sold in the mid-1990’s, the new owner bought the farm with the 
intention of converting to game farming. He then evicted the farm dwellers that lived on 
what was the original settler farm. They lodged a labour tenant claim to dispute the 
eviction, and a settlement was eventually reached. They were given a small plot of land 
at the north-eastern corner of the farm (Interview with former caretaker of Farm C 11 
February 2012; Interview with mediator in the labour tenant claims for Farm C 25 June 
2013). There are rumours that the people that are living there now are not the farm 
dwellers that were evicted, but other people that have moved to the farm. According to 
the former caretaker they are “wrecking the place” (Interview 11 February 2012).  
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The game farmer also evicted another group of farm dwellers who used to live close to 
the banks of the Mzinytahi River. When he bought the land, the previous owner’s nephew 
went to the farm dwellers to tell them that they had to leave. He told them that the new 
owner was converting the farm into a game farm, and that he did not want people living 
there anymore. (Interview with Ma Sibaya and Ma Makopane 29 February 2012). The 
farm dwellers told the nephew that they did not want to leave, and that they were going 
to refuse. The new farmer refused to listen to them, and after a series of violent and 
traumatising events, the farm dwellers were evicted. I present accounts of the eviction in 
article 3. 
 
A former owner of Farm C was murdered in the late 1990’s in an armed robbery (it did 
not take place on the farm though, but nearby). The perpetrators fled over the farm across 
the Mzinyathi River and into the ‘tribal areas’, but with the help of local residents they 
were eventually caught and handed over to the police. I interviewed ‘Gogo’25 who lives 
across the river overlooking the game farm. She explained that after the murder the 
farmer’s son stopped sending his truck down to the river to drive people to the trading 
store (Interview with Gogo 15 February 2012). She believed that this was because of the 
murder, but she could not understand why he stopped sending the truck as they had helped 
catching the criminals. Just like Farm A, the murder is now part of the general narrative 
of farm attacks and the threats to white famers.  
 
The land claim on Farm C 
The trajectory of the land claim on Farm C offers interesting insights into the land 
restitution process. Below I account for some of the findings in this case, specifically the 
ones which speak to the dynamics between land beneficiaries, farmers, and government 
departments.  
 
I already mentioned that the claimants were successful with their claim. The majority of 
them settled for financial compensation, but eleven families wanted the land back, and 
‘Baba M’ is their spokesperson. The game farmer never disputed the land claim, and the 
 
25 Gogo - isiZulu for grandmother, also a respectful way of addressing and referring to an elderly woman. 
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matter was resolved through the willing-seller, willing-buyer principle26. He got paid R11 
million for the farm, and as is the case with game farms, this did not include the wildlife, 
only the land. So when he left he took some of the wildlife with him, to where is unclear, 
he could also have sold the game. Some of the animals he just shot, and there are stories 
about a shooting-spree that took place on the farm when the claim was settled (Interviews 
with former caretaker Farm C 7 September 2011; Baba M 7 September 2011). Hence 
there is now little wildlife left and as far as I am aware no new stock has been brought in. 
The claim was settled in 2006, but the ownership was only transferred to the beneficiaries 
in 2011. In the meantime two of the neighbouring farmers were engaged by the DRDLR 
on a six-month basis to manage the farm. As per this arrangement, the caretakers did 
fence and path maintenance, veld fire management, and implemented anti-poaching 
efforts – for example fence patrols – they looked after the welfare of the animals, and they 
continued to run the hunting and manage client relations (Interviews with former 
caretaker Farm C 7 September 2011; Baba M 7 September 2011). 
 
The caretakers and the beneficiaries were under the impression that this was to be a short-
term arrangement until the ownership could be transferred. But this process dragged on 
and as the years went by the farm saw a decline of in numbers of hunters and tourists, and 
the facilities were starting to look run down. This was not due to unwillingness to develop 
or invest in the farm, but a consequence of the short-term contracts. The uncertainty about 
what was going to happen to the farm in the future made the caretakers and the 
beneficiaries reluctant to invest in infrastructure development, marketing, and growing 
the wildlife stock. It made it difficult to plan for long-term profitability, especially since 
it was still uncertain whether the farm would remain a game farm or not (Interviews with 
former caretaker Farm C 7 September 2011; Baba M 7 September 2011; 7 July 2012).  
 
A few years back one of the two farmers declined any further involvement as a caretaker. 
He was fed up with the poor conditions of the arrangement and the lack of progress on 
the farm. This happened at about the same time of the official handover, and some claim 
that the DRDLR had stated that the caretakers’ services were no longer needed, and that 
 
26 Regarding land restitution and the means through which it can be implemented, the principle of willing-
seller, willing-buyer requires the government to offer market-related compensation to landowners that wish 
to sell their land for restitution purposes. Landowners can however choose to sell to buyers other than the 
government, or refuse to sell (Fraser 2008). 
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they were to have nothing more to do with the farm (Field note 5 December 2012). About 
a year later, when Khanda accompanied Baba M to a meeting with DRDLR in 
Pietermaritzburg, the department officials explained that the white farmers were no longer 
allowed to be involved in Farm C. Khanda said that the feeling he got from the meeting 
in Pietermaritzburg was that the DRDLR was under pressure to make the farm work as a 
land restitution farm; they had to stop working with white farmers, and they were 
explicitly looking for a black person to take over management of the farm (Field note 5 
December 2012). However, on the ground things played out differently. With no one 
staying on the farm the land beneficiaries were faced with the immediate risk of increased 
poaching and further degradation, and the long-term risk of no clients. Baba M then 
approached the farmer who was still interested in being involved in the farm’s 
management - against the wishes of the department - and asked for his help.  
 
Farm C is still a game farm, and it is the wish of the DRDLR that it should continue as 
such. Some have hinted that the department presented this as a condition for processing 
the official handover of the farm (Interviews with Former caretaker of Farm C 11 
February 2012; Baba M and his son 11 February 2012, Field note 5 December 2012). 
Baba M told me that they agreed to this. However, when speaking to a son of one of the 
other beneficiaries, he claimed that they are not all in agreement Some would prefer to 
use the farm for cattle and goat farming, and maybe to build houses and live there 
(Interview 25 February 2012). Having interviewed Baba M on a number of occasions 
since the end of 2011, I noted that during this time he has changed his mind in terms of 
what he thinks they should do with the farm, and he seemed increasingly supportive of 
developing livestock farming.  
 
Farm D 
Farm D is located some five kilometres from Rorke’s Drift. The road to the farm cuts 
across grassy farmlands, and at the first gate signboards reveal that the farm operates in 
both game and cattle farming. There is wildlife grazing on both sides of the road leading 
towards the farmhouse and the lodge. The house and the lodge lie close to each other, and 
there is small garden and braai area with picturesque views over the farm. It evokes typical 
safari sentiments as a place for sipping drinks in the sunset while overlooking a quiet 
landscape with grazing wildlife. 
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The owner does not live on the farm, but there is a resident farm manager who together 
with his wife is running the farm and the lodge (Interview with manager Farm D 6 
September 2011). There are five resident farm dweller families but not all of them have 
work on the farm. According to the farm manager however, the game and the lodge have 
created more job opportunities compared to when it was a cattle farm only. Some of the 
workers are living in other areas nearby, or closer to Dundee. Visitors are either there to 
hunt game or to tour the battlefields - or both. Most of them are international trophy 
hunters or foreign tourists (Interview with farm manager Farm D 6 September 2011). 
 
The farm manager and his wife spoke about their love for wild animals and that the owner 
shared the same sentiment. The farm manager was very upset with animal rights activists 
who claim that hunting is cruel. According to him they are harming the industry with their 
‘nonsense’, and he wanted me to reassure him that I was not one of them and that I would 
not write anything negative about hunting. He pointed at a wildebeest standing in an 
enclosure near the lodge and said that for an old animal like that, it was more human to 
be shot and have a quick death, than to suffer and die slowly (Interview with farm 
manager Farm D 6 September 2011).  
 
At the time of my fieldwork, the farm manager and the farm dwellers were engaged in 
negotiations around the farm dwellers’ houses, and there were plans are to transfer 
ownership of the house to the residents and arrange for water and electricity. This would 
supposedly formalise the current semi-informal arrangement around residency for the 
farm dwellers. But there were many unresolved questions and tensions in this matter, 
which surfaced in my interviews as I discuss on page 73 and onwards. Just as on Farm B, 
I was never allowed access to visit the farm dwellers homes and see where and how they 
lived in relation to the lodge and the wildlife.  
 
Farm E 
Farm E lies at the bottom of a long and rocky farm road. The farmhouse is at the bottom 
of the valley, almost as if in a green bowl surrounded by rocky hillsides. I learned from 
the farmer, who bought the farm in the 1970’s, that there was little water there at the time, 
and the now green landscape is a result of his own irrigation efforts. This farm is a trophy-
93 
hunting farm, but a fairly small operation that caters mainly for international trophy 
hunters. Inside the house, the walls, furniture, and floors were covered with trophies, 
hides and other animal parts, both from cattle and wildlife. The lounge almost felt 
cluttered - everywhere I looked, or sat there was a piece of an animal, or a book or artwork 
featuring hunting, conservation, or African wildlife. 
 
The farmer told me that when he bought the land there was nothing there, no [African] 
people or homesteads, no water and the land was infertile. What was there however, was 
the wildlife. He saw the potential for irrigation and farming and decided to transform and 
cultivate the landscape (Interview with owner Farm E 6 September 2011). As for the 
wildlife, all he had to do was to put up the fence and enclose the animals that were already 
there, so he ‘farmed’ game from the start, alongside the livestock farming. He said that it 
is for the love of nature and animals that he decided to do game farming, and that as 
hunters, he and his clients have a special bond with nature and the animals. He prefers to 
have international trophy hunters as clients; he feels that they are better behaved than 
local hunters, and that they understand and respect the bond between man and wild 
animals (Interview with owner Farm E 6 September 2011).  
 
The farmer lives on the farm with his wife, and from what I saw there are very few staff. 
Aside from some domestic workers, I only saw and spoke to one farm worker, but the 
farmer employs casual staff whenever needed. This farm seemed to have few internal 
boundaries, I saw no fences separating the different activities. Wildlife and domesticated 
animals shared the same spaces, and they were very close to the farmhouse. There were 
no orderly lawns or flower beds for example. Further to this, the steep and rocky road and 
secluded location inside the small valley created an impression of being far removed from 
other settlements or human activities.  
 
Farm E was difficult to access as a case study site. I was only allowed to engage with the 
farmer and his PH, with one exception where I got to interview one farm worker, but then 
the PH acted as an interpreter, meaning that he controlled essentially everything I said as 
well as the answers the worker gave to my questions (this interview took place 11 
February 2012). It was a short interview, and the main thing of interest was the set-up. 
This, I believe, reflects the power relations on the farm, similar to some interview 
situations on other farms and in the heritage park. The PH was also very flirtatious when 
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we were alone. For example, he insisted on walking me to my car and opening the door 
for me, and he tried to hold me when I was trying to get into my car and leave (Field note 
11 February 2012). The farmer was very explicit about his dislike of me being a single 
woman doing this research on my own. The fact that I was driving long distances in rural 
areas, sometimes in the dark, was according to him also problematic because of my 
gender. On the other hand, he always tried to keep me on the farm for as long as possible 
and persuade me to drink alcohol. To me, this was about exercising power rather than 
being hospitable and concerned for my safety.  
 
The heritage park and the eMakhosini valley 
The eMakhosini valley is located near Ulundi in northern KwaZulu-Natal (see map on 
page 213). It is known for its importance to Zulu history and the significant number of 
heritage sites that are found there; for example the graves of early Zulu kings, battlefields 
sites from the Anglo-Zulu war, and a recreation of king Dingane’s royal homestead 
uMgungundlovu. The land in the valley consists of several different types of land uses 
and different groups of residents. In addition to land that has been acquired and developed 
for the heritage park, there are white-owned cattle farms with resident farm dwellers, 
there is a portion of land in the farm that belongs to the Dutch Reformed Church, and 
there are homesteads of various sizes in and around the valley.  
 
In 1998, the provincial heritage conservation agency Amafa aKwaZulu Natali (Amafa) 
and Ezemvelo started developing the valley into a heritage park with the purpose of re-
creating a 19th-century Zulu landscape. The intention is that the park will combine ‘real’ 
Zulu culture with wildlife, including the endangered black rhino, and this combination 
will create a unique visitor experience hoped to generate economic development for the 
area (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002). The valley stretches from 
Babanango to Ulundi, and the park’s core area is found between the main roads of R68, 
towards Babanango and Nkandla, and the R34 towards Vryheid. There are several access 
points to the valley. The main entrance for the park is located at the Multi Media Centre, 
near uMgungundlovu. But since some land is still occupied by farms and farm dwellers, 
there are other ways to enter the valley, although park management have tried to restrict 
access and mobility by putting up fences.    
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The plans for the park are far from uncontested, as the landscape transformation involves 
erasing evidence of any modern activities. In other words, people must leave, and their 
houses must be removed. Amafa has bought several farms in the valley, and as a result 
some farm dwellers have been evicted or told to relocate. A large group of farm dwellers 
is however refusing to leave, as they believe that the land is rightfully theirs. They have 
lodged a land claim and they are also claiming labour tenant status. Both cases are yet to 
be resolved. A few years ago, King Goodwill Zwelithini made known that he was 
planning a land claim in the area, and that plans are under way to build a new royal palace 
in the valley. This has added further strains to an already complex and tense situation, and 
the farm dwellers are concerned about how this will affect their claims as well as their 
livelihoods (Personal communication with farm dweller spokesperson 3 October 2014; 
Sidimba Sowetan Live 3 October 2015; Siegfried IRIN News 21 August 2014). 
 
The development of the park also involves the amalgamation with Ophathe Game 
Reserve, which is to be joined with the valley through a tunnel under the R66 so that 
wildlife to move freely between the two areas. This would make the park a ‘wilderness 
area’ covering about 30 000 hectares (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 
2002). The reserve has had several issues with rhino poaching in the last few years, and 
at the time of my fieldwork (2007-2008) there were management problems and issues 
with poorly functioning facilities. A neighbouring cattle farmer explained that his 
livestock were infected with disease by the wildlife in the reserve, but he was 
compensated for his livestock losses. The farm dwellers in the valley, the ones who are 
contesting the park, have made similar claims but with no resolve or compensation 
(Josefsson 2008). Hence, in addition to contestations over land and disputes over access, 
there are also tensions regarding dynamics between people and wildlife, which are likely 
to escalate if the valley and the reserve are joined. In particular if black rhinos are 
introduced as planned (Interviews with Amafa 5 November 2011; farm dwellers and farm 
dwellers spokespersons 3 November 2007; 26 January 2008).  
 
The main road between Eshowe and Ulundi, past Melmoth, passes large commercial 
cattle farms and several guest lodges. Some of these farms are bordering on the game 
reserve or the eMakhosini valley, and I visited and interviewed some of the landowners. 
Several of them are involved in tourism and heritage, either through offering 
accommodation and conference facilities on their farms, or having some form of historical 
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or heritage attraction, for example private collections of Anglo-Zulu War memorabilia or 
‘ancient’ Zulu heritage sites. Another observation I made was that several farmers were 
considering selling their farms to the Ingonyama Trust27 and / or making it available for 
land reform purposes through the ‘willing-seller, willing-buyer’ principle (Field notes 4 
November 2007; 14 December 2007). 
 
Other farmers spoke about consolidating their land to create their own wildlife and 
heritage park, which would include land in the eMakhosini valley. They mentioned the 
possibility to collaborate with Amafa and Ezemvelo, but expressed dissatisfaction with 
how Amafa was developing the park. Further, Amafa had approached some of them 
regarding buying their land for incorporation in the park, but the landowners felt that the 
price was too low (Interviews with landowners 4 December 2007; 13 December 2007; 14 
December 2007). When I returned to Ulundi in 2011, I noticed some new game farms and 
lodges, made visible through game fences and large, decorative signage. At least one of 
these – adjacent to the core area of the park - was being developed when I was there three 
years earlier. 
 
Most of the farm dwellers that I interviewed are living on farms that had been purchased 
by Amafa, but some of them resided on farms that were still under private ownership, 
although targeted for inclusion in the park. Many farm dwellers are refusing to relocate, 
despite Amafa’s efforts to evict them (Field notes 4 November 2007; 26 January 2008). 
Their houses are a mix of round clay huts and small square houses clustered together close 
to their cattle kraals. I saw plenty of fences that had been cut open for cattle and other 
livestock to be able to pass freely and graze on the other side of the fence.  
 
Outline of the articles 
Article 1 in this thesis examines the methodological and emotional dynamics of the 
ethnographic fieldwork that is the foundation of this study. In this article, Femke Brandt 
and I discuss how the aspect of sexuality - an integral part of our positionalities - 
influences fieldwork relations and emotional dynamics, and in turn shape how 
 
27 The Ingonyama Trust holds land across the KwaZulu-Natal province that historically has been under 
Zulu rule. Their mandate is to manage the land so that it benefits the tribes and communities that live on 
the land (‘Legislative and Other Mandates’ n.d. www.ingonyamatrust.org.za). 
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ethnographic knowledge is generated. We found that the specific spatialities of the game 
farms, as well as their stark power hierarchies around race and gender, were central to the 
dynamics of how we positioned ourselves, and how we were positioned by the research 
participants. We discuss our strategies for coping with the sometimes difficult emotional 
challenges related to this, and how our sexualities were integral to these processes. We 
advocate an ethnography that is inclusive of such reflexive accounts, as we believe it adds 
credibility to the ethnographic process and the knowledge we generate.  
 
In the second article I elaborate on how private farms are conceptualised to maintain 
identities and belonging that are built on colonial ideals and spatialities, and how these 
are informed by selective interpretations of a conflicted yet glorified past. The case study 
is located in the borderlands of the Mzinyathi River, which for almost two hundred years 
served as a frontier between various groups trying to claim territory and maintain their 
boundaries. I show how the game farms on the banks of the Mzinyathi perpetuate the idea 
of the river as a frontier against black South Africa and Africans. Through the farms’ 
fortified boundaries, the colonial-style relationships between farmers and workers, and 
the fear of ‘others’ from the ‘tribal areas’ on the other side of the river, the ‘colonial 
present’ is justified and enabled, which obscures other readings of land and belonging in 
this area. I argue that this is counter-productive to rural transformation and in fact 
entrenches inequalities, insecurities, and uneasy power relations.   
 
The third article explores more closely the dynamics of violence in the game farming 
landscape. It places the game farms in broader contexts of green militarisation and 
violence in wilderness areas, including discourses of securitisation, accumulation and 
dispossession of ‘others’. In this regard, game farms and other types of private wilderness 
areas tend to mimic the conservation rhetoric of protected areas, and follow on notions of 
being at war with poachers and other threats. Important to this article and its conceptual 
approach is the local context of battlefields and frontiers, as discussed in article 2, as well 
as the past and present dynamics of violence and forced removals on South African farms. 
Through narratives collected during my fieldwork, I show how the conversions to game 
farming and the ‘wildification’ of the landscape tend to obscure histories of dispossession 
and negate the belonging of Africans on the farms. And further how the farm conversions 
are used to justify and exacerbate violence and continued displacement through 
discourses of fear, securitisation and the ‘need’ for military-style spatial control.  
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The fourth and last article looks at the creation of a provincial heritage and nature 
conservation park, and how attempts to re(create) a 19th-century Zulu landscape negate 
the histories and presence of farm dwellers living on farms acquired for the development 
of the park. The vision of the park calls for a spatial purification which would render the 
farm dwellers completely invisible and deny them essentially any rights to access and 
belonging. In response to this the farm dwellers have submitted a land claim as well as a 
claim for labour tenant status to challenge the threat of eviction from their homes and loss 
of land. They are also employing less formalised measures to contest the park. Other 
stakeholders too are critical of the park and the way it is managed, and relationships are 
tense. Another dynamic is king Zwelithini’s claims to land in the eMakhosini valley 
(where the park is located), and his plans for another royal palace. The valley has a rich 
history coupled with myth and legend centred around Zulu heritage and culture, as well 
as colonial conquest, and Zulu royal ancestry is deeply entrenched in the landscape. 
Several and sometimes conflicting dynamics are played out in the valley; the post-
apartheid land reform, issues of traditional rule, the obfuscation of history, and the making 
of wilderness landscapes. The article draws together these dynamics under the critical 
lens of dispossession and the imposition of conditions for belonging in the making of 
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Article 1: Sexuality and power on South African game farms; 




The taboo around researchers’ sexualities and sexual experiences in ethnographic 
fieldwork persists. We found that our sexuality, as well as other physical and emotional 
experiences, were pivotal to how we shaped research relations and processes. This in turn 
evokes questions around how we reflect on our positionalities and the knowledge we 
generate. We argue that ethnographic accounts are made stronger by a more inclusive 
reflexivity, one that for example acknowledges sex and sexuality. In this article we 
present empirical material from our field experiences on South African game farms. 
These spaces tend to represent a particular image of wilderness, often constructed 
according to patriarchal and racist hierarchies. Their relational dynamics also heighten 
contestations over belonging. As such they become spaces of violence, seduction, and 
power, and we found that we were unable to detach ourselves - neither our minds nor our 
bodies - from these spatial and emotional dynamics. Our strategies for ‘being in the field’ 
largely came to evolve around negotiations of power, sex and complicity. The emotional 
dynamics made us feel confused, bewildered and sometimes scared. We seek to share our 
experiences and feelings, and to contribute to the discussion on the role of sexuality in 
ethnographic research, as well as the epistemological, methodological and practical 
advantages of reflecting on the ways we engage in the field28. 
 






28 This article was published in Emotion, Space and Society (2017) 23:26-32 by Femke Brandt (first author) 
and Jenny Josefsson (second author). See Appendix F. Note that in the thesis version of the article, style 
and format has been adapted to fit the rest of the thesis. For example, the referencing style and requirements 




This article aims to provide insight into the role of sexuality in ethnographic research and 
knowledge generation. In this article we discuss our positionalities in relation to sexuality 
and power on South African game farms; spaces where we both conducted fieldwork for 
our PhD’s. While sex and sexuality in the field have certainly been discussed by feminist 
scholars (for example Gune and Manuel 2007; England 2005; Elliston 2005; Katz 2005; 
Kobayashi 2005; Lerum 2001;), earlier works of ethnographers tend to be detached and 
focused on the sexuality of ‘others’ (Malinowski and Havelock 2005; Mead 2001; Mead 
2001). Ethnographers like Rabinow (1977) provided accounts of non-reflexive personal 
sexual encounters in the field - none of which deals with sex and sexuality as part of the 
research process. Our focus lies on how our sexual relationships and sexualities shape 
how we interact with research participants, and how these dynamics influence how we 
‘do’ fieldwork and what we come to know about a place and the people in it. We 
particularly hope the discussion on sex and sexuality in the field will assist researchers 
preparing for ethnographic fieldwork. In our exploration we draw on several scholars who 
grappled with similar topics and their writings have been helpful in writing this article 
and for processing our experiences and emotions (for example Kaspar and Landolt 2016; 
Cupples, 2002; Coffey 1999; Kulick and Wilson 1997; Newton 1993). We are of the 
opinion that there is much to gain by including reflections on these aspects of our 
positionalities, especially for those engaging in fieldwork for the first time. In this 
contribution we draw from our empirical research materials to analyse how reflections on 
sexuality both enable insights into the workings of power on South African game farms, 
as well as into the process of how we have come to know this; in other words the process 
of knowledge production.  
 
Our contribution draws on various debates in our respective fields of sociology, 
anthropology and human geography, such as flirting in the field (Kaspar and Landolt 
2016), gatekeeper-researcher relationships (Reeves 2010), power dynamics (Naples 
2003, Skeggs 2001), falling in love and having love affairs in the field (Cupples 2002, 
Hapke and Ayyankeril 2001, Newton 1993), issues of gender and race (Faria and Mollet 
2016; Ahmed 2007; Gurney 1985), and the multiple aspects of positionality, positioning, 
and power in the field (Lerum 2001; Rose 1997; Duncan 1996). Despite the existence of 
these knowledges we continue to experience a persistence of assumed asexuality and 
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emotional detachment in the field which begs the question whether we have really moved 
beyond the expectation of ‘objectivity’. We have for example often been advised by 
supervisors and colleagues to maintain emotional and physical distance to our research 
and research participants to avoid being clouded by emotions or subjectivity. Hence we 
find it important to discuss how the expected detachment results in difficulties in 
navigating the field. 
 
Preparing this article has been a lengthy and emotional process. It started in 2011 as a 
private discussion between the two of us after a series of workshops linked to our research 
project. We shared what Bondi (in Davidson et al. 2005) calls the emotionality of our 
experiences; particularly around the relationships with men in our field sites (trophy-
hunting farms). We both felt an awkward mix of being excited and deeply troubled by 
our fieldwork experiences and relationships (discussed by Kaspar and Landolt 2016). Our 
ambivalent and awkward feelings were inextricably linked to our positionalities: young, 
white, foreign (European) women, both navigating a male-dominated and violent research 
context. When we felt emotionally overwhelmed by our experiences we thought there 
was something wrong with us. We should not, or so we thought, as researchers allow 
ourselves to be so emotional and attached. Field workers are supposed to maintain critical 
distance. The boundaries that we thought should exist between our professional and 
personal selves became blurred and we raised this within our academic community, few 
were interested in unpacking these particular aspects of fieldwork. A few years later we 
decided to write about the silences that were bothering us and made us question the whole 
idea of doing research, and at times ourselves. Since then we have engaged with a 
multitude of articles, books, seminars and discussions related to this topic. These have 
inspired our writing as well as our framing of this particular article, and as such we have 
a rich body of inspiration that has helped us to disentangle and to some extent make sense 
of our fieldwork experiences. As part of the writing-process, we have presented on this 
topic on numerous occasions. We found that many ethnographers share similar 
experiences, anxieties and doubts; and that many students about to embark on fieldwork 
are worried, and to some extent excited, about how to deal with sex and sexuality in the 
field. There is indeed a silence and a taboo, but also a desire and need to address this.   
 
121 
Landscapes of power: silencing sex and sexuality in the field 
We conducted fieldwork on game farms in South Africa, in the provinces of the Eastern 
Cape and KwaZulu-Natal, as part of a research project on the conversion of cattle farms 
into privately-run game farms, and the impacts of these conversions on farm workers and 
farm dwellers. We focused on the experiences and stories of black farm labour, and 
interpreted them in the context of contestations over land, nature, labour, identity and 
belonging (Brandt 2016; Brandt and Spierenburg 2014; Josefsson 2014). Although we 
did not plan on doing so initially, we also engaged with game farmers, trophy hunters, 
professional hunters, and game rangers, who turned out to have a significant impact on 
our access to the field and our research.  
 
A range of literatures address specific aspects of the messiness, complexities, and politics 
of the research process. Kaspar and Landolt (2016) suggests that “the invocation and 
enactment of sexuality is far more common than is reflected in the current body of 
literature, and that even “apparently innocuous sexualisations have considerable effect on 
the way gender and sexuality are negotiated during the research encounter, and thus on 
the collection of data” (p.108). Rose (1997) has been helpful in our understanding of 
positionality and Punch (2012) and DeLyser and Starrs (2001) in understanding 
reflexivity and reflexive writing. Feminist scholars and feminist ethnography addressing 
power dynamics and the processes that make up research have certainly shaped our 
thinking (like Naples, 2003, Skeggs 2001, and Coffey 1999). Scholarly work on 
intersectionality (Yuval-Davis 2006; McCall 2005) has also been useful for reflecting on 
the relational dynamics in our respective fields. It allows us to consider the cross-cutting 
issues of race, class, gender and sexuality, and the hierarchies of power in which they 
operate. In our particular research context, the dynamics of sex and sexuality lie close to 
racial dynamics and the power of whiteness (as discussed by Faria and Mollet 2016) that 
shape realities and landscapes of power. Our fieldwork accounts provide an empirical and 
contextualised illustration of this process, and we extend the debate on concerns around 
the silencing of this topic during all phases of the research (also discussed by Cupples 
2002). 
  
We are not the first researchers to experience the silencing of sexuality and emotions in 
fieldwork research. Edited volumes like Taboo (Kulick and Wilson 1995) have engaged 
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with questions about sex and erotic subjectivities in fieldwork, and the resistance to and/or 
lack of engagement regarding this topic. Several authors in the special issue “The 
Stickiness of Emotions in the Field” (Gender, Place and Culture, 2016) have noted the 
same thing, see for example Faria and Mollett (2016) and Kaspar and Landolt (2016). 
Emotional Geographies (Davidson, Bondi, Smith, 2005) and the follow up publication 
Emotion, Place and Culture (Smith, Davidson, Cameron and Bondi 2009), focused on 
the place of emotions in research. Bondi (2005) argues that emotions do not necessarily 
have to be the subject of every study, but they can at least be more usefully included in 
reflections and analyses. Studying Jewish belonging, anthropologist Markowitz 
(2006:42) uses ‘full-bodied ethnography’ (a term she attributes to Karla Poewe) to 
destabilize cultural categories and fixed notions of race and ethnicity. In an edited volume 
with Ashkenazi (Ashkenazi and Markowitz 1999) they call for attention to embodied 
parts of fieldwork, including sex and sexualities to demystify the process of doing 
fieldwork as well as the processes of negotiation happening before, during and afterwards.   
 
In After Method, Law (2004) assumes that researchers inherently enact and generate 
social realities. In his own words, research does not require: “to seek disengagement but 
rather how to engage. It is about how to make good differences in circumstances where 
reality is both unknowable and generative” (p. 7). ‘Doing’ ethnography is a deeply 
personal and relational experience and practice and therefore we can only strengthen our 
positions by reflecting on who we are and what we do in the field to enhance the 
credibility of our ethnographic accounts. Our methods are about ways of working and 
ways of being. It is about what kinds of social science we want to practice (Law 2004).  
 
For us this includes what we are feeling and how our methods interact with our minds 
and bodies. Davidson and Milligan (2004:425) describe emotions as interrelational: “our 
sense of who and what we are is continually (re)shaped by how we feel”. So what does it 
mean when we feel discomfort or pleasure about the relational dynamics in ethnographic 
research? Why do the ways we carry out ethnographic fieldwork invoke feelings of guilt, 
shame and concern? Why would transparency regarding the research dynamics 
compromise our data or our competence as researchers, as has been suggested to us? It 
seems there is still an assumption that we should be ‘objective’ (meaning detached, 
asexual and apolitical) researchers in the field, whose personalities, experiences, feelings 
and sexualities do not shape, nor can be separated from, our research relations and the 
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way we interpret field processes (see Gune and Manuel 2007). Law unpacks this so-called 
objectivity using Donna Haraway’s work as a lens (Haraway 1991 in Law 2004), saying 
that how we try to be objective is usually by attempting to practise detachment and 
disentanglement from location (pp. 68-69). They both argue that this is never possible, 
with which we agree. We also believe that the notion of objectivity is undermining to 
ethnography; it contributes to the silencing of our emotions as well as the assumption that 
sexual relations in the field compromise the research. Scholars like Kulick and Wilson 
(1995) and Cupples (2002) make clear from the start that it is simply odd to think that 
sexuality is not part of the fieldwork process, for we enter places and interact with spaces 
with our bodies and minds, and not only with our research skills and ideas. 
  
“For individual field workers...sexual desire in the field can call into question the 
boundaries of self, threaten to upset the researcher-researched relation, blur the 
line between professional role and personal life, and provoke questions about 
power, exploitation and racism. All of this can be extremely difficult and anxiety-
provoking. But instead of sealing it with the stamp of ‘Unethical’ and flinging it 
away to the extreme periphery of the discipline, as has been done until now, 
perhaps the time has come to acknowledge and explore it, not out of narcissism or 
a desire to gaze at navels, but, rather as part of our ongoing critical enquiries into 
the basis for, and the production of, our knowledge” (Kulick 1995: 12). 
 
In a similar vein, Cupples (2002: 388) affirms that engagement with sex and sexuality 
“can help us to be aware of moments and spaces when oppressive power relations are 
unwittingly being reproduced and enable us to work with paradox and contradiction more 
fruitfully”. Cupples takes on the seductive qualities of the fieldwork process and our 
relationship to the field itself. It is exciting to ‘be’ in a different context, outside of our 
comfort zones (Cupples 2002). This allows us to explore ourselves as well, and to act and 
be in ways we would perhaps not do at home (see DeLyser and Starrs 2001). Moreover, 
when we are away from home and spaces of familiarity, especially in cross-cultural 
fieldwork settings, our sexual subjectivities are more likely to shift. Exploring these shifts 
is a way of “understanding the multiple repositionings of self that take place during the 
course of fieldwork and a way of acknowledging our positionality as embodied 
researchers” (Cupples 2002: 382).  
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In her review of critical reflexivity and sexuality studies in anthropology Elliston (2005: 
44) draws on Newton’s article ‘My Best Informant’s Dress: The Erotic Equation in 
Fieldwork’ (1993) to state what is at stake when we continue to negate ethnographer’s’ 
sexuality: fortifying subject positions of heterosexual male anthropologists. In line with 
Kulick she furthermore writes that “the theoretical ramifications of attending to 
ethnographers sexuality thus opens into questions of power, of the hierarchies of 
difference on which ethnographic knowledge has been built and which sustain 
inequalities not only in the field but also ‘at home’, in the contexts of reception of 
anthropological texts, including the academy.” And further that critical reflexivity on our 
positionalities helps to produce ethnographic knowledge “less wedded to hierarchies but 
for producing social justice” (2005: 44). If we consider the field as a landscape of power, 
we find that the taboo and silencing of researchers’ sexual experiences and sexualities can 
be as limiting as assumptions about objectivity. Such notions dictate how we are expected 
to behave and how to react (or not). They form part of the hierarchies of power that we 
try to navigate, and thus they influence ethnographic knowledge. 
 
The South African game farm 
Before situating ourselves and our experiences with sex and sexuality in our field sites, 
we provide a brief outline of the power relations as well as other common characteristics 
of the South African game farm. These are explicitly tied to and perpetuated by racial 
hierarchies as well as patriarchal and paternalistic relationships; and to histories of 
struggles and contestations over belonging (Brandt 2016; Brandt and Spierenburg 2014; 
Josefsson 2014). Colonialism and apartheid institutionalised white-minority rule, 
including strict control over people’s mobility, spatiality, and sexual behaviour through 
the infamous Immorality Act of 1950, a key component of apartheid legislation (Ratele 
2009). Historically, white farmers negotiated labour arrangements with black men who 
gained access to land in exchange for their labour, including the labour power of their 
wives and children. This was a system of extreme inequality, oppression, and 
dispossession, which contributed to the violence against black women on farms that 
persists until today (Waldman & Ntsedi in Mkhize 2012: 37-38; Mda 2004). Land 
ownership patterns in South Africa, now more than twenty years after ’the fall’ of 
apartheid, still remain extremely skewed (Walker 2014). Despite the African National 
Congress’s (ANC) land reform and transformation promises, white South Africans 
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continue to own the majority of agricultural land and dominate the sector. Land tenure 
for black people and farm workers remains highly insecure (Mkhize 2012) and has 
arguably become worse under the post-apartheid ANC-led governments, in essence due 
to the ruling party’s advancement of neoliberal economic policies (Wesso 2013). In the 
post-apartheid condition, relations in the countryside are characterised by extreme 
violence, distrust, and hatred (Steinberg 2002). Farm relations on white-owned farms 
between white owners and black resident farm labourers are described as authoritarian 
paternalism (Du Toit 1993), which is upheld by an informal understanding of economic 
and personalised interdependencies whereby the farmer’s judgement and will ultimately 
prevails. Farms are governed by his ‘farm laws’. For example, still today black people in 
farming contexts refer to white people as baas (Afrikaans for boss) for the men and 
madam for women.  
 
Game farms are privately-owned wilderness spaces, often white-owned cattle farms that 
have been converted for the purposes of wildlife production, like trophy hunting and so-
called eco-tourism (Josefsson 2014; Brandt 2013). Their landscapes are often constructed 
around conservationist ideals and identities, and masculinity and authority. Trophy 
hunting discourses in particular can be read as a sexually charged activity where animals, 
women and weapons are “interchangeable sexual bodies in narratives of traditional 
masculinity” (Kalof, Fitzgerald, Baralt 2004: 237). This manifests in the ways sports 
hunters portray themselves with their trophies and the ways in which the hunt is 
experienced. In Emel’s article (1995) on wolf eradication and ecofeminism we observe 
very similar masculinity traits related to the killing of wolves and maintenance of ideals 
of manhood. The men featuring in both articles draw on typical characteristics of 
heterosexual male sexuality to describe hunting and killing: predation, chase, 
anticipation, desire, excitement, and climax. This vocabulary is similar to how some men 
experience pursuing sex with women (Kalof et al. 2004). Game farms are constructed 
around similar tropes, and the masculinities often associated with nature conservation and 
trophy-hunting fit well with Kalof (2004) and Emel’s (1995) description, making them 
spaces of sex, seduction, danger, and violence.  
 
Game farms also tend to offer a space to perpetuate narratives of pristine African 
landscapes used by and preserved for the ‘great white hunter’ and his friends, served and 
accompanied by black subordinates (Josefsson 2014). White notions of attachment to land 
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and wilderness remain the dominant narrative, and black people’s relations to the land are 
concealed and dismissed (Brandt 2016; Josefsson 2014). Instead they are incorporated 
into the whitened spaces as trackers, general farm labourers and domestic workers (Brandt 
2013; Kalof et al. 2004). The colonial origins of these constructs are well-documented, 
and their stereotypes still dominate the mainstream narrative of wilderness areas (Wels 
2015; Josefsson 2014; Hughes 2010; Neumann 2000). Ndebele observed that the South-
African game lodge is a place where “those who have lost power regain their sense of its 
possession” (1997:99-101), an insight shared by Josefsson (2014). The urge to save 
certain animal species or images of Africa is associated with preserving a “certain idea 
and sense of control over a masculine type of wilderness landscape” (Wels 2015: 77). The 
space is oriented towards whiteness almost by default, as nature conservation in Southern 
Africa has always been closely linked with white political agendas and identities (Wels 
2015; Hughes 2010). It is in these landscapes of power that our experiences and stories 
are situated.  
 
Our stories 
We have chosen to share personal stories from our fields that describe fieldwork 
relationships in which we felt that sex and sexuality influenced the (re)shaping of our own 
as well as other’s positionalities; and ultimately generated insights in claims of belonging 
and power dynamics on game farms. Jenny’s story is about the relationship that developed 
between her and ‘Khanda’29, who worked with her as a research assistant and interpreter. 
Their relationship contributed to Jenny questioning both herself and her research, but it 
also helped her feel a sense of belonging in a difficult fieldwork context. Femke describes 
how she had to negotiate access to places and people through game farmers and trophy 
hunters, and how generating data became emotionally unbearable, leaving her feeling 
powerless at times, and in the end, complicit. Both stories speak to how we compromised 
ourselves, for example by tolerating behaviour we otherwise would not accept, or placing 
ourselves in situations that were intimidating and potentially harmful. They also speak to 
the enjoyment and pleasure we got from our experiences, and how we came to re-evaluate 
ourselves in terms of who we thought we were as researchers ‘going in’ to the field. 
 
 
29 ‘Khanda’ is a pseudonym. He has given consent to Jenny to write this story.  
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Jenny’s story 
When I started my PhD fieldwork I already had field experience from wilderness spaces 
in nearby areas. There I had been subjected to threats, intimidation and being refused 
access to sites and people due to disagreements with gate keepers, management and land 
owners. Based on this experience, I thought it best to hide certain aspects of myself, for 
example that I am a feminist and a vegetarian, to establish friction-free relationships in 
the field30. This time I was planning to avoid anything that could seem political and all 
emotional attachment as I knew how emotionally draining and politically difficult being 
myself and simply feeling could be. I wanted to protect myself. So I tried to appear 
apolitical and ‘neutral’, which was also the advice I had been given by a supervisor. But 
my strategy did not work, and I could not maintain the role I had prescribed for myself, 
as I describe below. I felt betrayed by my emotions and my body, and I felt like a failure 
for allowing this to happen. The story I have chosen for this article is central to these 
feelings, but also to my pleasurable experiences from being in the field.  
 
My fieldwork stretched over a period of two years, with frequent interruptions through 
visiting home, which at the time was Cape Town. My fieldwork was mostly based on 
interviews and participant observation on game farms in a rural part of the KwaZulu-
Natal province. To be able to conduct interviews and travel easily in the area, I had 
employed Khanda as a research assistant and interpreter. We travelled a lot by car, but 
we also walked, hiked and climbed when it was not possible to drive, and we spent a lot 
of time sitting and waiting. As it turned out, it was easy for us to become friends; we both 
talk a lot, we are opinionated, we like to argue and make jokes, and we prefer brutal 
honesty to diplomacy. From the first time we met, it was like turning on a tap and the 
conversation just flowed, and so did the arguments (Field note 7 September 2011). We 
both enjoyed the freedom of our conversations and the close relationship we formed 
around sharing thoughts and experiences of sex and sexuality. The sexual tension between 
us grew stronger and at times it was very distracting. He was convinced that we would 
and should have sex, but I was hesitant for several reasons, especially in the beginning as 
I was then still in a monogamous relationship. Others also noticed our intimacy and we 
 
30 I found these particular issues extremely difficult to negotiate. One person with whom I was about to 
organise an interview, stood up and walked away, shaking his head, when I declined a boerwors (sausage) 
roll with the explanation that I was a vegetarian. 
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would sometimes reflect on our relationship in terms of how we thought others perceived 
it. For example, we agreed that the reactions of white men when they saw me - a white 
woman who was not local - often resulted in curious and blunt stares, and even flirtatious 
comments. Their facial expressions would change in a split second as they saw Khanda 
next to me, often displaying open mouths and disapproving grunts. This really bothered 
me, and I often felt the need to hold my head high and stare back at them angrily. But 
sometimes I also enjoyed these encounters - it felt as if I was challenging conservative 
and racist ideas about sexual identities and belonging (Field note 3 March 2012)31. 
 
Obviously it was not only white men who reacted to seeing us together. Interracial 
relationships are still rather rare in South Africa, and especially outside the large urban 
centres. In the rural areas, African men quite often made very explicit sexual remarks 
about me, or about us as a couple. At first I thought Khanda and other African men simply 
exchanged greetings, but as I got to understand isiZulu better, I realised that something 
else was being said. The first time I asked Khanda to translate what this one man was 
shouting at us as we drove past him, Khanda said “The guy said he wish he had a white 
woman to clean his pipes” (Field note 2 March 2012). I was quite taken aback by this 
comment, and after this event I made a habit of asking for a translation when someone 
shouted at Khanda or us, and very often the comments involved sex, sex with me, and 
that I am a white woman. On another occasion a man that Khanda only vaguely knew 
phoned him after we had passed him on the road. He told Khanda that he should “bend 
me over the car and fuck me” (Field note 2 March 2012). Such a comment would normally 
have infuriated and intimidated me, but in this case I did not get particularly offended. I 
believe a few things contributed to my calm: Firstly, my sense of 'normal' had already 
shifted. The compromising of my ‘self’ and what I found acceptable was already 
underway. It was part of being in 'my' field and adjusting to the gender and racial norms 
that were different from my life at home. It would not have been possible to assert myself 
as the person I thought I was, as this would likely have undermined my possibilities to 
carry out the fieldwork (at least in the way I thought it had to be carried out at the time). 
Secondly, I have realised that our relationship was deeply important for my sense of 
belonging and safety in the field. I believe that being associated with Khanda eased the 
process of acceptance. By this time we had already developed our intimate rapport, and I 
 
31As is evident from this example, I was being far from apolitical in these situations. 
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felt comfortable around him. Our relationship was exciting, intense and bewildering, and 
I felt safe. I never felt threatened by the men shouting or staring at us. Had I been alone I 
would have felt uncomfortable and intimidated, and the need to assert myself and fight 
back would have been stronger. Reflecting on this, I believe that my positionality in 
relation to my ‘normal’ self changed in the field and through my relationship with 
Khanda. It allowed and pushed me to compromise and comply, but also to explore the 
aspects and the feelings they evoked. 
 
Khanda's presence often made access (to people and places) and interviews easier for me. 
For example, male research participants frequently pointed out that it was good for me to 
have a man looking after me, because as a woman I should not be traveling alone. Being 
accompanied by a man provided legitimacy. But there were also times when Khanda and 
I felt like his presence presented an obstacle to the interview, in particular with game 
farmers and landowners (Field note 12 February 2012). They tended to be more relaxed 
and open if I was the only one doing the interview. They would flirt, attempt to get me 
drunk, touch my body, and ask about my personal life when I was alone, but not when 
Khanda was with me. It was a constant emotional negotiation for me: do I expose myself 
to such behaviour and get ‘better’ (more revealing) interviews, or do I bring Khanda as 
protection at the cost of the interview? On that note, I had another gatekeeper in the 
beginning of my time in the field (see Reeves 2010 for insights into gatekeeper-researcher 
dynamics). This was someone I already vaguely knew, and quite a well-known and 
respected figure in the area. He introduced me to game farmers and potential case study 
sites, which made a big difference in terms of easing the initial access to the field and 
granting legitimacy for my research. He and his family also welcomed me in their home, 
providing me with another safe space. For example, some late night interviews on the 
farms sometimes felt quite intimidating, especially if I was alone with one or more men. 
Alcohol was often offered, and despite my intentions not to drink, my glass was 
constantly refilled. I felt nervous about turning down invitations to drink more or stay the 
night, I feared they would not take no for an answer, or be offended. By saying that my 
gatekeeper and his family were expecting me, and that I should not be late, I had an 
acceptable excuse to leave (Field note 5 December 2011). I used another man's authority 
to negotiate the feelings of the men trying to get me drunk and stay the night. In my 




I had other strategies to cope with the emotional difficulties that emerged from the field. 
I took shelter behind my role as a researcher, and place a filter between myself and the 
sexist comments. This worked fairly well while I was still immersed in fieldwork, but it 
has come to haunt me later. About the same time, Femke and I had started developing 
ideas for writing about our experiences in the field, so I had an academic interest in 
exploring my field relationships which made it easier. Hence there was something to gain 
in terms of allowing the staring, the comments and the shouting, and this soothed my 
initial angst. By placing these experiences in an academic context I justified and made 
sense of my exploration and curiosity, and I created a professional distance between 
myself and my field as a sexualised space. At least that is what I thought at the time, but 
I later realised that it did affect me deeply, and at times I felt disgusted and ashamed for 
not standing up for myself.   
 
I asked Khanda if the behaviour of other people bothered him, and he said that mostly it 
did not. In fact, he mostly enjoyed the attention, and especially when it provoked white 
people. When I probed him further however, he told me that he sometimes got angry and 
frustrated over the judgemental or appalled looks he got from white people when they 
saw us together. He felt it was none of their business, and that they had no right to think 
anything about us. He also told me about when he and white women in his company had 
been mistreated and threatened by white men (one of whom was waving a gun at them) 
who assumed Khanda and the woman were in a relationship. I asked him what he thought 
made them act like this, and his interpretation was that he broke the rules of racial and 
social boundaries by being with white women (Field note 5 March 2012). Khanda is the 
only black historical tour guide in the area where he lives and works. There are plenty of 
tour guides operating in this area, all of them white men except for Khanda (no women 
at all as far as I am aware). The mainstream tour narrative in this area is dominated by 
settler- and military histories, and Khanda is trying to represent different histories, which 
at times causes some tension with the other tour guides. Adding to this tension is his 
reputation of having relationships with white women. He was convinced that it triggered 
anger and resentment in some, but also envy and admiration in others. For example, as an 
African man that ‘gets’ white women he has a point of connection with other African men 
that have the same preferences and experiences. He also told me that it is a way of 
connecting with new white women, as he was already in that world (Field note 5 March 
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2012). I found myself becoming increasingly involved in these dynamics, which was not 
surprising since Khanda and I were very close and spent a lot of time together. One man 
told me that all women seem to fall for Khanda, “even the white chickies” (Field note 8 
September 2011). I was not sure what to make of this, was it just gossip or a warning of 
sorts? Khanda was convinced it was the latter. In hindsight I believe it was about my 
positionality and belonging in the field, and attempts to position me, and perhaps even 
'claim' me. These dynamics were one of the reasons why I struggled with our sexual 
attraction. I felt very strongly from the beginning that I did not want to become one of his 
white women (Field note 5 March 2012). I did not want to feel reduced to another 'white 
chickie', I wanted independent belonging in the field. It felt as though if other people were 
to perceive me as yet another conquest, I would lose my legitimacy and objectivity. I was 
also afraid to compromise our relationship. I wanted to be with Khanda, I wanted to keep 
working with him, and I needed the safety it gave me. My emotional and practical solution 
was that I decided not have sex with him, even though I wanted to. 
 
Just as the field in general, I found the intimate space we shared very seductive. It was 
liberating to have such frank discussions about sexual experiences with a person that 
initially was a complete stranger and from a very different background. And to be so 
openly desired was both enjoyable and intimidating. I cannot deny that there was an 
element of exoticism that heightened my experience, and I often found myself thinking 
about my situation and my conflicting feelings. It was strangely empowering. I asked 
myself why I felt that our different backgrounds added to the emotional intensity. Surely 
I should be able to detach myself from the problematic notions of the exotic ‘other’ and 
not let myself be seduced by them? I have a few reflections to share in terms of these 
questions, and perhaps I will think differently about this in the future. After all, the 
emotional labour of the field has turned out to be an ongoing process, and not a chapter 
that can be closed. Our relationship was inextricably linked to the contexts of the game 
farms. The constant emotional and political negotiations made it necessary to shift my 
sense of self in order to fit in. It was a coping-mechanism for remaining in the field. On 
the farm I was the exotic other, to Khanda and to other men. I had very limited interactions 
with women, and they were very different from my interactions with men. In this, Khanda 
became my safe space, and to some extent I became his. Secondly, because of this shift I 
could allow myself to explore and enjoy taboos I would otherwise be uncomfortable 
approaching. Being in the field created a sense of detachment from who I was back home. 
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On the other hand, I formed new attachments that would probably not have emerged 
outside of the field. I often think of this as a dilemma of power - is my relationship with 
the field exploitative? I can go into the field and seduce, or allow myself to be seduced, 
and then leave and return to my everyday life. Khanda and others shared their everyday 
lives with me, and our relationship developed in their home contexts. However, I believe 
that this interpretation is simplistic. It fails to consider any form of agency or gain for the 
research participants or for Khanda. Just like in any relationship, the power balance was 
a continuous negotiation. It existed in a specific context based on certain circumstances, 
which has now developed into friendship over time and distance. 
 
Femke’s story 
This story is about how I became entangled and complicit in power relations on trophy-
hunting farms in the process of building relationships with South African game farmers. 
They were all white men, which was at the core of the way sexuality shaped these 
relationships in the local hierarchy of power. This fieldwork was not my first experience 
of living and doing research in South Africa. For my Master’s thesis I did fieldwork in 
2006 on a tourist market in Cape Town. So I was familiar with South Africa’s spatialised 
inequalities and antagonistic social relations. In the semi-arid Karoo these tensions seem 
exacerbated due to the fact that farming communities are relatively small and the farms 
remote and vast. The moment I arrived in the Karoo town where I was going to live for a 
year, I was received by white property-owning hosts from whom I rented a house. I had 
been introduced to them by my supervisors during a visit in the previous year. They linked 
me up with land owners and farmers they knew, and I followed this trajectory to get a 
sense of who owned and managed trophy-hunting farms in the area. At this stage, my 
attitude was essentially to be open and listen and engage with anyone who was willing to 
help me find my way. So I ended up spending a lot of time building relationships with 
commercial white farmers although my research project focused on the consequences of 
farm conversions for black farm workers. Since farm workers often reside on private 
properties of white owners, with whom access must be negotiated, this trajectory seemed 
inevitable at that point. Moreover, from a relational perspective the farmers seemed an 
important group to research as the lives of workers and farmers are linked through power 
relations and interdependencies.   
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The negotiations to access heavily fenced-off and remote hunting farms took place with 
the men who controlled access and movements on the farms. I met white women who 
were wives of farmers or working as secretaries on the game farm, after initial access was 
granted by the men. Different aspects of my identity played a role in how I was received 
and perceived by farmers. Initially they welcomed me generously and it was fairly easy 
to establish a relationship that enabled me to learn about their experiences, practices and 
views. In many cases I was much younger than the men I met. When I arrived, in 2009 I 
was 25 years old. Farmers saw me as a student; nonthreatening (apolitical) and not in a 
position to challenge their authority, knowledge or ideas. From the moment I arrived, land 
owners took the opportunity to display their knowledge of the space and their superior 
position in it; guiding and instructing me how to behave and make sense of the farm.  
 
Soon after the introductions farmers offered me a drive over the farm in their 4X4 vehicle 
to show me their animals and land. This identification as masters over the space taught 
me about the importance of the land for their claim of belonging. To meet a farmer you 
have to meet the land. I was invited on walks, drives, and once a helicopter flight. These 
felt like exciting and unique opportunities. On one occasion a veterinarian asked me to 
press on the vein of a sedated white rhino so he could take blood samples. With my hand 
on her thick skin I could feel her incredible will and muscle power as she kept trying to 
stand up and escape the situation. Afterwards, my legs were shaking and the adrenaline 
rushed through my body. The vet had told me that if she got up the rhino would most 
likely run away instead of coming after us, but I was not so sure of that. I asked the vet if 
he did not feel any anxiety during the operation and he replied: “some guys would go play 
golf tomorrow the whole day, but I have a conference!” (Field note 21 July 2009). In 
other words, he was perfectly in control. While participating in hunting trips, game 
capturing activities or drives over the farm I felt I depended on the men for access, 
information and safety. I had lots of opportunity to ask them questions and they were able 
to confirm their knowledge and attachment to the place. Tellingly the men took much 
more time to tell me about things important to them than things I wanted to know from 
them; e.g. what they pay the workers, how they think of land reform and labour relations. 
Reflecting on this provided insights in what is important to farmers, and how they wanted 
me to see their reality.  
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My sexuality was constantly scrutinised. The general perception was that I had come 
‘alone’ and was ‘single’, despite the fact that I would explain if someone asked that I was 
in a relationship with a man in the Netherlands at the time. I lived by myself in town and 
was often asked “where is your man” or “don’t you miss your family?” as living and 
working independently as a white woman is uncommon. Farmers and white men in 
general wanted to take care of me like a daughter. I received advice such as “you would 
not sleep with [black] people from the township right, you know about AIDS?” Some 
men perceived me as a potential lover and some men never gave up trying to date me. 
One man, a professional hunter and tourist guide, came and knocked on my door for the 
umpteenth time and said, “please come with me for coffee, please don’t say no”. I said 
no though it was hard to avoid him completely in a small rural town. Once I was invited 
to a braai on a farm where upon arrival I found out I was supposed to accompany the 
farmers’ son on a night hunt (Field note 26 November 2009). I went and drove the vehicle 
and he shot a number of springbok. We felt awkward and never talked much and made 
sure no one thought there was a spark between us when we joined the older men at the 
fire when we returned. In white society, I experienced that there were strong assumptions 
and expectations about my sexuality; first of all that I was straight and secondly that I 
would want to go out with, or get attention from, white men whilst being in their spaces. 
This dynamic certainly helped me as I could use it to access white men’s spaces and 
establish relationships. But playing into it presented me at times with a dilemma. For 
example when I stayed late on a farm talking to a farmer, drinking wine, and the farmer 
wanted me to stay over (Field note 20 April 2009). I felt conflicted about wanting to 
maintain the relationship as a researcher and not wanting to be desired as a woman. It was 
a dilemma and compromise for me to continue such relationships when it felt like both 
the men and myself crossed boundaries of what I was willing to give to the research in 
terms of my emotional and bodily presence and depth.     
 
In the process of trying to control the research there was a constant tension between me 
and farmers about my presence and purpose of my study. Their main concern was that I 
would be an animal- or environmental activist because there is a strong lobby of wealthy 
people focusing on these issues. I convinced the farmers I was not what they call a “bunny 
hugger” and that my vegetarianism does not mean I object to hunting or eating meat per 
se. Once a man joked that if he found out I was a ‘greenie’ he would shoot me. There was 
common ground at times when I spoke with farmers about my family in the Netherlands 
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who live in a rural context. I told stories of my grandfather who was a well-known local 
poacher and of my experiences with hunting culture at home. My Dutch nationality and 
foreign-ness lead to comments like “it helps that you are not South African, they are 
biased” and “it is your grandfathers who came here to colonise the land”. Farmers seemed 
to perceive me as both strange and familiar, just like they were both strange and familiar 
to me. White men projected their uneasy positionality in post-apartheid South Africa, as 
white beneficiaries of colonialism, by drawing me into their guilt or fear to not belong in 
the place. Whenever we discussed politics, they positioned me as an outsider with no 
politics or stake in the debates on national issues concerning land and the distribution of 
wealth. I was perceived as a relatively nonthreatening being; a blank slate ready to be 
taught how to see from their point of view, and join their side.  
 
With time it got easier to discuss sensitive topics like land and labour relations with some 
of the farmers. According to many the topics of land and labour have nothing to do with 
hunting. There were subtle withdrawals from engaging with me at all. In cases where 
farmers allowed me to engage with farm workers on the farm it seemed they assumed that 
my relationships with workers would not challenge their authority or ideas. Indeed farm 
workers were often uncomfortable talking to me while the farmer was around and 
sometimes they wanted to ask permission first to engage with me. Building relationships 
with workers however changed me and my positionality significantly. I learned about 
different truths, realities and knowledges and started to see and feel much clearer the 
injustices, violence, and tensions on the farms. I felt more and more uncomfortable with 
being there and struggled with maintaining the image of not having a position or choosing 
sides, as I felt that as a researcher I was not supposed to do this. I was taught and advised 
to ‘get all stakeholders’ perspectives’ as the larger research project was framed through a 
multi-stakeholder approach. But in the context of the extreme power differences on farms 
I was positioned anyway. A game farmer I knew well was phoned by his neighbour who 
said that he had to “chase that communist away” as I was just “stirring up the workers” 
(Field note February 2012).  
 
Overall, farmers seemingly enjoyed my presence and interest in them and willingly shared 
their time, thoughts and feelings. Sexualised comments, jokes and gestures were common 
in these spaces, and I allowed this as it seemed a requirement for my presence. I ignored 
the feelings of disgust and anger this invoked in me, as well as the discomfort with being 
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dependent on them on the farm and in the hunting game. Using sex and sexuality was a 
strategy for men to affirm their power over me, like they continuously affirm their 
dominance over white women, black women, black workers, and nature in different ways. 
My responses of joking back or staying silent actually made me comply in the web of 
power relations. Gradually, I was pulled into the world of white farmers and hunters. I 
felt it was necessary to participate in hunts and make ethnographic observations and 
experience how trophy-hunting happens, and observe farm workers’ roles in it. 
Witnessing the racism and violence towards workers and animals made me feel angry, 
but I did not know in the moment what to do about it and if I was in the position to do 
that. It was nearly impossible to talk to black men working as trackers during the trips. 
The white hunters would interfere or prevent our interactions. During one trophy hunt, an 
American hunter took photos of me with his trophies. Agreeing to surrender my own body 
and literally be captured in the power hierarchy made me feel powerless and complicit.  
 
There was a tension between being in this space, which was key to developing my 
understanding of how racism and patriarchy are performed on trophy-hunting farms, and 
choosing not to agree to perform this hierarchy. I became more and more complicit and 
did not have a clear strategy on how to deal with this or how to challenge or resist the 
injustices and structural power imbalances I witnessed on the farms and in trophy-hunting 
specifically (Field note 19 September 2009). I dealt with the relational dynamics by 
giving farmers space to show me their world and not allowing my own ideas, objections 
or values to guide my choices in that space. I suppressed my emotions. I thought I could 
do that. This was my way of emotional boundary making and coping with the violent 
relations on farms; in the field I made my experiences and position as a researcher not 
relevant to me as a person. I pretended I did not have to choose a side or position; that it 
was not up to me to fight the injustices I witnessed directly and immediately. In other 
spaces I supported people who were challenging the power balance, like the local advice 
office that took up workers’ cases. My idea of the ethnographic knowledge making 
process was that activism or taking sides would compromise scientific analysis. But this 
strategy only worked temporarily and partially. When I returned from farm visits and 
wrote field notes, I often cried and once got so physically unwell (I vomited) that I 
considered quitting altogether. In my private space I allowed myself to feel the violent 
forms of appropriation and authority at work in the space, including my ambivalent 




By telling our stories of how sexuality shaped our fieldwork relations, our positionings 
and research processes we enable two things. Firstly, it provides insights into emotional 
dynamics of power and belonging in South Africa’s game farming landscape. Secondly, 
it demystifies fieldwork, or at least some aspects of it, as the main source of knowledge 
generation in our research processes.  
 
Through our minds and bodies we experienced the game farm as a power-laden and 
emotional space, with deep and painful contestations over land, identity and belonging 
resulting from South Africa’s colonial past and political transition into democracy in 1994 
(see also Brandt 2016; Josefsson 2014; Spierenburg and Brooks 2014). Hunting and 
conservation itself turned out to be highly emotive practices. We often encountered 
farmers’ and hunters’ feelings of fear, anxiety about their legitimacy as land owners, their 
relations to black workers, excitement, masculine prowess and anger about land reform 
or animal activists. For us, the embodiment of the space very clearly meant playing on 
and having to deal with these dynamics, including its sexualised dimensions. Without 
experiencing this with our own bodies we would have generated different results and 
knowledge. We got to know the space through being in it, through the feelings and 
emotions it provoked. Knowing the game farming landscape means understanding our 
sense of the place, the experience of being there and interacting with its dynamics and 
participants. And it mattered that our researcher status was gendered and racialised.  
 
Femke’s strangeness-familiarity dynamic and Jenny’s sense of belonging through an 
intimate relationship were deliberate and unintentional at the same time. Living and acting 
in these dynamics made us question ourselves and who we thought we were. Or rather, 
how we thought we should position and locate ourselves as researchers in the field. The 
times we surrendered ourselves to expectations that we disagreed with, we often felt guilt, 
shame and disgust. At other times we felt pleasure and excitement. These ambivalences 
and contradictions taught us about the ways in which South Africa’s game farming 
landscape perpetuates racist and sexist hierarchies. They also taught us about our 
preconceived notions regarding the spaces in which we carried out our fieldwork, and 
how we dealt with this. Farmers, and land owners and hunters tried to locate us in ‘their’ 
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spaces where they believed we belonged, just like they do with farm labour and wildlife. 
The relationality and emotionality of these dynamics taught us about the contestations 
over power and belonging on South African game farms.  
 
Within these spaces, we experienced how masculinities were cultivated, how African 
landscapes and wildlife are eroticized, and how white men in particular maintain a 
position of power, and re-assert their sense of belonging in landscapes constructed around 
hunting, wilderness, manhood and domination (Hughes, 2010; Josefsson, 2014; Wels, 
2015). In the process of establishing relationships with people in our fields, it mattered a 
great deal how we were perceived (also see Hapke and Ayyankeril, 2001); as white 
women, as foreigners, as sexually available, or as converts to claims of belonging and 
legitimacy. Both of us depended a great deal on men to for access into the game farming 
landscape and its meanings. The men in control of these spaces became our gatekeepers 
and respondents. We interpret their willingness to resort to violence whenever their 
desired social order is threatened as indicative of the extremely violent relations in the 
post-apartheid landscape as a whole. This pending threat of violence resulted in 
difficulties with negotiating the relationship with gatekeepers and the integrity of 
ourselves and other research participants (see also Reeves 2010). It was a constant 
balancing act in which we performed sexual and racial belonging, which were both 
imposed on us and enacted by us. 
 
We constantly negotiated the sexualised dimensions of the research relationships; 
sometimes feeling excited and other times violated. Femke complimented, teased and 
allowed men to guide her, both intellectually and physically, through the hunting field to 
comply with expectations in their spaces. Finding ourselves in potentially dangerous 
situations we were both asked (and expected to) approach wildlife on foot and show 
bravery, while not carrying rifles like the men, we were kept physically close in vehicles 
and while walking in “the bush”, we were whispered to as to not alert the wildlife of our 
presence. All this pushed our boundaries of what we defined as acceptable power 
dynamics. In the beginning, Jenny consciously tried to assume an asexual and apolitical 
attitude. At the same time she experienced an intense sexual tension with Khanda which 
was perceived as a challenge to the local power configuration as many other research 
participants either disapproved of so-called interracial sexuality, or at least found it 
strange. By being there, we challenged and asserted men’s authority in the space where 
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at times we felt we had no choice but to suppress our feelings to comply or remain silent 
about injustices we witnessed or behaviour we disliked; like being photographed as part 
of the trophy or receiving sexist comments. Our stories illustrate how we sometimes felt 
powerless and sometimes felt in control and often anything in between these extremes. 
More importantly it shows how researchers are always complicit in power configurations 
and need to discuss how we deal with this, how we engage with the realities we generate 
and study (Law 2004). Reflecting on how we have done research and how that worked 
out might result in making different choices in future.  
 
Kaspar and Landolt’s article about their experiences with flirting in the field (2016) struck 
a chord with us. They use the adjective ‘innocuous’ to describe their flirting, which in the 
light of our experiences is enables a discussion about when flirting is harmless and when 
is it not? What do we do when the flirting no longer feels harmless, or when it feels 
harmless for one participant and not the other? We have both felt expected to flirt for the 
sake of our research, and any concerns we have raised regarding this with supervisors or 
colleagues have been dismissed or trivialised. Discussed informally it is assumed to be 
something we just do as part of interactions with participants. A straight male 
anthropologist remarked “of course I flirt if it helps the interview and I think the woman 
likes me”32 Given the context of our fields, the aggressive masculinities, unequal power 
relations and racist hierarchies, flirting was rarely innocuous in our experience. It 
evidenced the power white men exercise in the game farming landscape, over women, 
and over black people and over nature (including its increased commodification). We felt 
that if we rejected the flirting, we risked compromising the access and relationships 
considered necessary for our research process. It seems as if harmless flirting can be an 
acceptable enactment of sex and sexualities in the field, but to accept this without 
consideration of personal boundaries, can lead to ethical and personal dilemmas or even 
potentially harmful situations. 
 
We conclude by stating that critical reflections and being honest, about the ways in which 
we negotiate research relations, and in particular the role of sexuality, is political. We 
have shared our stories and received mainly encouragement from women who relate to 
the experience of silencing themselves to “ease out personal discomfort and erase 
 
32 Note from discussion on this topic with peers from the VU University April 2013. 
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professional anxieties” (Markowitz, 2006: 45). We have been warned about being honest 
about playing into desires, or feeling unprepared and intimidated in the field, as this might 
discredit us as researchers. And so writing, revising, and submitting this article has very 
much been a political act. It indeed upsets hierarchies in the field as well as in the 
academy, notably the position of the white heterosexual male academic who, as a 
category, rarely contribute to reflections on the role of the researchers’ sexuality and 
gender in the process of generating knowledge (as noted by Elliston 2005; Kulick and 
Wilson 1995). By situating ourselves in the knowledge-generating process we can 
question the notions of objectivity and detachment associated with academic credibility, 
and the idea that emotions and feelings are not legitimate sources of knowledge. Further, 
through sharing our stories we have shown that reflecting on the role of sex, sexuality, 
and emotions in ethnographic research relations is a relevant effort to address power in 
ethnographic knowledge-making, as well as a way to engage in the emotional and 
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Article 2: Safe-guarding the colonial present: Game farms on 
the frontier in KwaZulu-Natal’s ‘Battlefields Route’  
 
Abstract 
Drawing on Alistair Fraser’s concept of the ‘colonial present’ I show how private game 
farms are both conceptualised and deployed to maintain ideas of boundaries and 
belonging that sustain colonial ideals and identities. This article is located on the banks 
of the Mzinyathi River in KwaZulu-Natal, a river that has functioned as a boundary 
between various groups for almost two hundred years. The game farms located in this 
area conserve the idea of the river as a frontier space for ‘white’ South Africa and a 
boundary with ‘black’ South Africa, as well as entrenching their own boundaries through 
the imagination and realisation of an idealised space. I argue that the game farms 
safeguard and perpetuate a colonial present whilst obscuring opportunities for other ways 
of interpreting and using the space of the farm. Ultimately, how the game farms are now 
imagined and the way they operate is counter-productive to social transformation in the 
rural landscape33.  
 





33 This article was published in 2014 in the Journal of Contemporary African Studies 32(2):258-274. See 
Appendix G. Note that in the thesis version of the article, style and format has been adapted to fit the rest 




In this article I offer a reading of the conversion of commercial cattle farms to game farms 
that explores notions of boundaries and belonging, and how these notions are imagined 
and realised in a way that sustains colonial ideals. The study is situated in the KwaZulu-
Natal province of South Africa, but the broader arguments are applicable nation-wide and 
relevant to aspects of land reform that touch on the re-imagination of landscapes and their 
use. Contemporary South Africa is supposedly a post-colonial state, but as is argued here, 
a ‘colonial present’ still exists which is counter-productive to social transformation in 
rural areas. My contribution to this argument, originally suggested by Derek Gregory 
(2004) and further elaborated for a South African context by Alistair Fraser (2007), shows 
how farms under private ownership are transformed to safeguard certain identities, be it 
through physical boundaries, for example game fences, or abstract perceptions of ‘the 
other’. These identities tend to be constructed around race, language, and culture, but also 
around imagined historical pasts and segregated spaces where a specific order ruled that 
enabled a defined sense of belonging. 
 
The empirical data for this article was collected during fieldwork from 2011 to 2013 in 
the area known as the ‘Battlefields Route’ in KwaZulu-Natal34. The fieldwork consisted 
mainly of interviews and participant observation, as well as working closely with local 
historians and social activists from this area. The aim was to develop an ethnography of 
game farming at an intimate local level, and three case study farms were selected for this 
work. The case study farms are located just inside the former Natal, which prior to the 
integration of Natal and the KwaZulu homeland, ended at the Mzinyathi River. Going 
back further in time to the 19th century, this was also the old boundary between the Natal 
Colony and the Zulu kingdom. In terms of place names, it is sometimes necessary to use 
out-dated terminology, for example, ‘Natal’ and ‘Zululand’, to highlight the nuances that 
are fundamental for the perceptions of space and belonging in this area. A ‘game farm’, 
in the context of this article, is a privately owned farm which has been converted from 
 
34 The main battlefield sites in the area are from the Anglo-Zulu War (1879), although there are also sites 
from the South African War (1899-1903). For a critical discussion of the ethics of battlefield tourism in the 
region, see Jeff Guy (1998), “Battling with Banality” 
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conventional farming to wildlife production, mainly for trophy-hunting and/or tourism 
purposes.  
 
In his 2007 article, Alistair Fraser shows how a colonial present is positioned in rural 
South Africa and how it has shaped outcomes of the post-apartheid land reform 
programme. He argues that, enabled by white farmers’ and traditional leaders’ continued 
positions of power over the commercial agricultural sector and over land respectively, the 
outcomes of land reform tend to reflect and perpetuate colonial-style relations and 
practices on South African farms. Fraser applies the works of David Harvey to expand 
the idea of a colonial present beyond Derek Gregory’s (2004) focus on territorial 
domination by the nation-state. Fraser demonstrates how the geography of the colonial 
present is a political project, working in the interests of capital to secure accumulation by 
economic elites (Fraser 2007). In the context of the South African land reform, this 
manifests itself in the way restitution or redistribution beneficiaries are ‘forced’ into 
partnerships with white-owned agribusinesses, a condition often specified by 
government. Fraser (2007) hence argues that farmers are able to maintain a near-
monopoly on the skills required for commercial agriculture, and thereby a dominant 
position of power in the agricultural sector, as not enough is being done to address skills 
shortage and capacity-building for Africans.  
 
In a similar fashion, traditional leaders continue to remain powerful in democratic South 
Africa, and have become prominent players in the land reform process (see also Ngubane 
and Brooks 2013). They have ensured that their social status is not undermined by the 
land reform, that they receive a significant share of benefits, and have also been found 
contesting the authority of elected trustees. The nub of Fraser’s argument is that: 
 
“In areas of South Africa in which traditional leaders or their allies exert their 
typically undemocratic influence, social life in nominally postcolonial South 
Africa is akin to a colonial present. The institution of traditional authority – 
something which was formalised and promoted in the colonial period – is still 




Adding to Fraser’s points, this article posits that in the South African context, the colonial 
present reveals itself not only in terms of access to and control over resources, but also as 
socio-spatial relationships on and around game farms. In this context, practices on the 
ground safeguard colonial relationships by reinforcing ideas of old boundaries and 
identities. These practices are both real and imagined, but also constantly challenged 
through for example poaching, the cutting of fences, trespassing, illegal cattle grazing and 
so on. Thus, the boundaries are by no means as rigid or impenetrable as their advocates 
would claim, nor were they in the past.  
 
On the frontier 
To elaborate on the origins of today’s notions of belonging in this area, we need at least 
a brief historical background. The idea of a white Natal south of the Thukela and 
Mzinyathi Rivers is rooted in a colonial construction in which the Natal landscape is 
dominated by large commercial farms on which Zulu-speaking people worked under 
various forms of labour tenancy (Guy 1994; McClendon 2002). In the twentieth century, 
this vision was realised, albeit only partially, by both colonial and apartheid economic 
politics, ideals and spatial planning, resulting in amongst other things massive relocations 
and dispossession of people, most of whom were Africans (Platzky and Walker 1985).  
 
In contrast to this vision, and the perception of its realisation, colonial Natal was always 
home to more Africans than the Zulu kingdom located to its north. For example, in the 
middle of the 19th century, there were an estimated 100 000 ‘natives’ and about 8500 
settlers in Natal (Guy 2013). After the creation of the KwaZulu homeland in 1972, people 
did not remain in their designated places, despite what neatly designed maps may tell us. 
There was some degree of mobility despite the severe restrictions imposed by the 
apartheid state. One reason for this was the system of labour tenancy, which was never 
successfully terminated in Natal, but continued despite its ‘final’ abolition in 1980 
(Platzky and Walker 1985; see Brooks and Kjelstrup 2014).  
 
Alongside this intentional spatial segregation and attempts to secure economic 
dominance, a creation of identities and belonging took place; settlers aspired to belong to 
places and landscapes, and in doing so shaped the features of these spaces (see e.g. 
Hughes 2010; Connor 2012). In addition to the broader influence of colonial 
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administrative and economic systems, there were also local processes at work that shaped 
understandings of belonging. Along what is now the Battlefields Route in particular, the 
arrival of disparate groups of settlers in the 1800s, German, Swedish and Norwegian 
missionaries, voortrekkers and settlers from the British Colony, and the sometimes 
violent clashes between these groups (as well as with Africans), created competing settler 
identities. For example, the ramifications of the war between the British and the Boer still 
echo in current discourses of belonging amongst people who identify with these two 
groups (Interview with local tour guide 2012).  
 
Overall, an important shared aspect of settler identity in Natal was, and still is, the idea 
that the settlers arrived in an ‘empty land’, on which they built their homes and lives (see 
for example Crais 1991). This was obviously not the case, as has been extensively proven 
(see Guy, 1994; 2013), but this perception has always been used to claim a right to the 
land by the settlers and their descendants (Platzky and Walker 1985; Interview with local 
tour guide 2012). It became part of their identity, it justified a belonging, and it eventually 
became a ‘truth’. According to this narrative, when the first settlers arrived, Africans lived 
on the other side of the Thukela and Mzinyathi Rivers, inside the Zulu kingdom. 
 
This identity however, has different meanings for different groups of people. The farmers 
and farms that are the focus of this article on the one hand share a very similar history, 
but on the other identify with in fact quite disparate groups. The disparities are typically 
constructed around language, German, English and Afrikaans, but also around religion, 
and cultural practices. A unifying aspect is how they construct and perceive their own 
identities and belonging in relation to people and places on the other side of the river. As 
will be shown below, this involves a discourse around tribal lands as being dangerous, 
wild and beyond their control.  
 
This is expressed as a twofold sense of belonging; first, to the ‘farming community’, 
which means white farmers who run commercial farming, be it game or cattle, and their 
respective communities within the farmer community; and secondly, an aspect of 
belonging that is closely linked to nature, wildlife, conservation and hunting. The latter 
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not only forms a new local identity, but is also connected to a global community of 
conservationists and trophy hunters (Brockington, Duffy and Igoe 2008)35.  
 
The specific location of these farms however, on the frontier of the former colony and on 
the old boundary towards the KwaZulu Bantustan, carries deep histories of contestations 
over land, violence and struggles of belonging. The German community are descendants 
of the Lutheran missionaries who settled and built churches and mission stations here in 
the 1850s (Laband, Thompson and Henderson 1983). The voortrekkers arrived in 1837 
and formed the Natalia Republic in 1839 after defeating the Zulu king Dingane’s troops 
in the Battle of Blood River. However, the Republic only lasted until 1843 when it was 
annexed by the British into the Colony of Natal. After the Anglo-Zulu war and the 
subsequent destruction of the Zulu kingdom, the British also annexed Zululand, and it too 
was placed under the administration of the Colony (Guy 1994). Thus, during a short and 
violent space of time, three distinct and in different ways powerful groups of white settlers 
arrived at the banks of the Mzinyathi, searching for land and a place to belong. 
 
In their capacity as colonial rulers, the British came to shape maps, boundaries and land 
division for settlers and Africans that have lasted until today, – if not in their original 
form, then as ideas, perceptions and ideologies. In 1913, the river was further entrenched 
as a boundary through the establishment of the Zululand reserve following the 
proclamation of the infamous Land Act, and again when the apartheid government 
declared the KwaZulu Bantustan in 1972. This administrative divide lasted until 1994, 
but many would say that it still exists in peoples’ minds and most definitely shapes 
behaviour as well as perceptions.  
 
For a very long time, then, the Mzinyathi has served as a boundary and a frontier – 
disputed, bloody, and coupled with mystery and prospect, as well as fear, especially of 
what lies on the other side. Frictions around the river were a political and lived concern 
 
35 In her PhD thesis from 2013 ‘Tracking and Invisible Great Trek: An Ethnography on the Re-configuration 
of Power and Belonging on Trophy-hunting Farms in the Karoo’ Femke Brandt mentions the sense of 
belonging amongst game farmers with the global trophy hunting community and its relationship with their 
roles as landowners in South Africa, see page 9.  
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already in the mid 1840’s when Theophilus Shepstone arrived in Natal as a Diplomatic 
Agent. According to the historian Jeff Guy: 
 
There was always tension along the Thukela and Mzinyathi rivers, which ran 
between Natal and Zulu kingdom, and he [Shepstone] had gone some way to 
announce the colonial authority there, at least in their lower reaches. The 
vaguely defined northern border at the sources of the Mzinyathi, where many 
of the remaining Boers lived, was a continual source of dispute and, in the west, 
Bushmen in the Drakensberg still raided cattle in Natal” (2013: 102-103). 
 
The term ‘frontier farmers’ was used by Shepstone in reference to the farmers bordering 
on the Zulu kingdom, implying that their location and situation was insecure, but also 
crucial to maintain (Guy 2013: 302-305)36. The violence so often spoken about and 
experienced in this area - ‘faction fighting’ - dates back to the time of Shepstone as well, 
as does the increasing pressure on land in which colonialism undoubtedly played a part 
(Ibid.).  
 
The Lutheran church is still deeply entangled with local religiosity and social upliftment 
projects, not only through the legacy of the missionaries and the amakholwa37, but also 
through current educational institutions, places of worship and a steady stream of overseas 
volunteers doing community work in rural KwaZulu-Natal. Many missionaries also 
became farmers, and their descendants still form a very close-knit German-speaking 
community in former Natal. Also, the Lutheran missions still own land in this area, which 
today is mostly inhabited by Africans living on small-sized plots, granted through 
negotiations with the church.  
 
The Afrikaans-speaking community has formed a very strong identity around their 
voortrekker ancestry, the search for fertile land to call their own, and the wars the Boers 
fought during the late 19th century (Guy, 2013; Laband, Thompson and Henderson, 1983). 
I have already mentioned the Battle of Blood River (‘iMpi yase Ncome’ in isiZulu) 
 
36 Also see Laband, Thompson and Henderson (1983) about the ‘Buffalo Border’ and the Anglo-Zulu war 
in 1879. In particular their discourse around white settlers’ relationship to “the menacing shadow of the 
Zulu kingdom across the river” (pages 19-28). 
37 Believers, first Zulu Christian converts.  
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between the Boer and the Zulu in 1839. This battle is central to Afrikaner mythology and 
for current perceptions of land rights, belonging and the post-apartheid land reform (Field 
note from discussion local tour guide 17 February 2012). Before the battle, the soldiers, 
lead by Piet Retief, took a vow to honour God and to build a church in exchange for 
victory over Dingane’s troops. The Boers won the battle and 3000 Zulus were killed, their 
blood allegedly dyeing the river water red. It is often suggested that the Boer descendants 
have broken that vow by not leading virtuous and clean lives, and that is why they are 
now losing the land (Field note from discussion local tour guide 17 February 2012; 
Interview with game farmer and lodge owner 27 February 2012).  
 
The English identity in this area is, similar to that of the Afrikaners, very much shaped 
by battles and war, and especially the Battle of Isandlwana, which the British famously 
lost to the Zulu army. Coupled with British colonial identities of military conquest and 
civilisation is the image of the mighty Zulu warrior, who was a worthy enemy and at the 
same time the opposite of the British soldier, often presented as in the guise of the ‘noble 
savage’. These tropes are relived in for example local re-enactments of the Battle of 
Isandlwana, and immortalised by the dominant discourse of battlefields tourism, often 
cloaked in ‘chauvinism and misplaced bravado’ that still maintains ‘imperialist ideas, 
attitudes and interpretations’ according to Guy (1998: 164).  
 
The events I have mentioned here are important ingredients in the forging of identities of 
belonging for farmers in this area who find themselves constantly negotiating the 
precarious boundary that is the Mzinyathi. As one landowner neighbouring the three game 
farms said with regard to some land beneficiaries’ desire to move back to the farm from 
which they were evicted (described below): “It must remain a game farm, if they move 
here they will turn the place into a squatter camp”. He further said: “We are on the frontier 
here, and less people want to farm these days. We don’t know what’s going to happen” 
(Interview with former caretaker of Farm C 7 September 2011). By this, he meant to 
convey a sense of impending threat and the possibility of being overwhelmed, should the 
game farm fail and should black smallholder farmers move onto the land. With ‘people’ 
he clearly meant white, commercial farmers. During an interview with representatives for 
the land beneficiaries (2011) one person questioned why the farmers referred to “black 
people’s homes as squatter camps” and how the farmers could dictate what they chose to 
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do with the farm. The caretakers allegedly had stated that if the beneficiaries move back, 
they would lose the value of the land (Interview with Baba M 7 September 2011).  
 
The game farms, with their typical physical and spatial attributes, augment the notion of 
the Mzinyathi River as a frontier and boundary. These concepts however deserve some 
explanation. Miescher (2012: 8) provides a helpful clarification: 
 
“In the historiography of Southern Africa, two complementary definitions of the 
word ‘border’ have come into play. The first centers around the concept of the 
“frontier” as a region of settlement that remains, at least in part, outside state 
control. The second focuses on the idea of a “boundary” as a linear site of state 
control.”  
 
Miescher (2012: 9) elaborates on "the concept of an imperial barbarian border" as a 
"useful tool for refining our understanding of border zones beyond the idea of the frontier 
or the territorial boundary". This, as well as much of the rhetoric about the Mzinyathi and 
what lies on the other side, brings to mind J.M. Coetzee’s novel Waiting for the 
Barbarians (1980). The Magistrate in the novel is placed at an imperial frontier, trying to 
negotiate a balance between strict imperial rules and the lived realities of a frontier that 
is more of a borderland in constant flux than a rigid boundary, and is far removed from 
the heart of the empire. The negotiations, the compromises, and the anxiety that the 
Magistrate finds himself navigating, are very similar to the perceptions and experiences 
of farmers around the Mzinyathi (also see Crais, 1991). The notion of being on a frontier, 
or on the border, is also accounted for in Johnny Steinberg’s book Midlands (2002) where 
he writes that “whites whose farms abut the traditional lands refer to their properties as 
‘border farms’” (2002: 16). 
 
Regarding aspects of identify-making around areas that have been utilised and perceived 
as boundaries, borders or frontiers, Connor (2012) mentions that certain frontier zones in 
South Africa have contributed to the creation of strong and dominant identities, the Zulu 
identity in KwaZulu-Natal being a prominent example. Born in the early colonial era, 
these identities were “often based upon an ‘exaggeration of reality’ – and indeed, these 
frontier areas contained people that were much too heterogeneous to be classified (by the 
later apartheid state) as one ethnic group…” (Connor 2012: 297). Crais (1991) discusses 
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how the adoption of such narrow stereotypes relates to the British colonial mythology of 
the ‘empty land’ as mentioned above. He states that: 
 
These fundamentally symbolic oppositions, “which suppress the memory of their 
fabrication”, came to structure a narrative trope in early colonial historiography 
in which science spoke as truth and myth became reality. (Crais 1991: 257). 
 
Interestingly, just as the myth of the empty land still prevails, the idea of a more ‘natural’ 
or ‘African’ landscape has gained renewed importance amongst many farmers of Natal, 
obviously linked to the growing number of game farms and wildlife-based modes of 
production. In this context, it is relevant to consider the bigger picture of especially the 
British settlers in their search for belonging in Africa. I am referring here to the elaborate 
bonding with nature and natural landscapes, rather than with people, as discussed by 
various southern African settler contexts by Hughes (2005; 2010), Draper (1998) and 
Draper and Maré (2003). This idea too is based on colonial ideals of an untouched African 
landscape, which negates the presence and activities of humans prior to the arrival of 
European settlers (Neumann 1998).  
 
Scholars have argued that these ideals are now being reshaped to find support in 
increasingly intricate legal and political frameworks that allow for the commodification 
and exploitation of ‘natural’ and ‘wild’ spaces, which still often fails to acknowledge a 
human presence in the landscape (Barrett, Brooks, Josefsson and Zulu, 2013; 
Brockington, Duffy and Igoe, 2008). Many game farms are trophy-hunting farms, and 
clients are often international trophy-hunters that travel the world to hunt. There is a 
powerful conservation-through-hunting discourse, widely used in North America and 
Europe, increasingly employed in South Africa, and Africa as well (Brockington et al. 
2008). Africa itself becomes a ‘frontier’ for nature conservation. In South Africa, faced 
with pressing issues of species extinction and environmental degradation, the 
conservation ethos is increasingly enmeshed in the hunting industry, and into the 
narratives of game farms. Farmers become stewards of nature and endangered animals, 
and they contribute to nature conservation and thereby to a greater global good. In doing 
so, they maintain control over their space, the fenced and guarded game farm, and belong 
to an international community of people sharing the same ideals. As shown by Hughes 
(2005; 2010), white settlers in Rhodesia identified with nature and landscapes rather than 
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with people to create a sense of belonging and identity for themselves. The creation of 
parks and game reserves became an important part of the colonial mission (Mackenzie 
1988; Neumann 1998) and the imperative to protect nature a strong part of white settler 
identity. 
 
On the farm 
The circumstances for commercial farming have changed significantly since the colonial 
and apartheid era when white farmers were more or less exclusively supported by the 
state. South African farmers are now competing with producers worldwide, and white 
farmers no longer enjoy the same social and economic authority. The country’s first 
democratic elections in 1994 shifted the political power balance and changed the 
demographics of government in all levels of society. The mainstream political agenda too 
changed, and of particular interest for this article is the post-apartheid land reform 
programme; developed to address the heavy racial bias in terms of land ownership. Prior 
to 1994, 80 per cent of the land was under white ownership as a result of more than 100 
years of systematic dispossession of non-whites and unequal land distribution.  
 
The process of dispossession is embedded in a complex history, involving the arrival of 
settlers, wars, trade-offs between settlers and Africans, the imposition of colonial 
legislation, and forced as well as voluntary migration and relocation of Africans (Guy 
2013; Platzky and Walker 1985). The division between whites and non-whites in terms 
of access and opportunity to own land, and to farm on a commercial scale, was further 
entrenched by the apartheid government to achieve its goals of social and economic 
engineering. One of the major political challenges of the democratic government is to 
address these injustices and the unequal distribution of land through the land reform 
programme. Many commercial farmers perceive the land reform as a threat in its current 
or imagined future form, as it means a significant shift in the balance of power over land 
and resources, and subsequently to their identities. It is not the intention of this article to 
determine whether these perceptions are true and justified or not, but rather to locate them 
within a broader context of processes of belonging and relationship to land and people.  
 
As noted, the research area is known as the ‘Battlefield’s Route’ in KwaZulu-Natal due 
to the many well-visited battlefield sites from the wars between different groups of 
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settlers, and between settlers and Africans, that are found there. The landscape is dry, 
dominated by thorny shrubs and aloes and the ground is often rocky and hard. The soil is 
brown-, terracotta- and sand-coloured and after the rains bright splashes of green, red, 
orange and yellow flowers appear. The topography is everything from undulating to 
intensely dramatic, and features rolling hills and soft fields as well as steep slopes 
dwindling down inaccessible mountain sides into deep valleys levelling out in sandy river 
beds. The Mzinyathi River originates near Volksrust, at kwaMajuba (also known as the 
Hill of Doves) where the former Transvaal, the Orange Free State, the Zulu kingdom and 
Natal once converged. The case study farms are located further down the Mzinyathi, not 
far from where it meets the Thukela River. 
 
Broadly speaking, the farms have fairly similar histories in terms of ownership, land-use 
and labour, and they have up until recently been under white ownership for at least a 
hundred years. They were all changed into game farms in the decade from 1985 to 1995, 
albeit for slightly different reasons and under different circumstances. The conversions 
follow a trend evident in many parts of the country to convert cattle farms to game farms 
for commercial purposes (Snijders 2012). The conversions can be traced back to the 
1960’s when a small number of landowners started including wildlife into their 
commercial operations, and escalated in the 1990s, following a change in legislation 
concerning wildlife and private ownership which made game farming the agricultural 
economy’s fastest expanding sector. The Game Theft Act of 1991 enabled landowners to 
capture and keep (most) species of wildlife, to hunt wildlife on their land, and also to sell 
it, in essence making wildlife a commodity (Snijders 2012).  
 
As for the driving-forces behind this trend, it seems there are a number of reasons that 
have enabled the economic and political space that makes game farming appealing and 
viable. These include: the creation of a market for wildlife as a commodity; the end of 
apartheid and government subsidies for commercial white farmers; an increasingly 
competitive global market for agricultural products; the growing demands on nature- and 
wildlife experiences; increases in stock theft, and finally, landowners’ responses to 
changes in labour and land rights legislation (Carruthers 2008; Cousins Sadler and Evans 
2008; Snijders 2012; Ngubane and Brooks 2013). Additionally, there is also a perception 
that converting to game farming makes it easier for white farmers to push black people 
of the farms and maintaining their hold on the land (Carroll The Guardian 23 December 
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2004). The farms investigated for this article can all be situated within broader processes 
such as the commodification of wildlife, post-apartheid land reform, changes to South 
Africa’s agricultural economy, as well as the shifting relationships in the rural social and 
political landscape.  
 
The first farm, hereinafter referred to as Farm A, includes an old cattle farm and a small 
piece of land that used to be a mission station (Deeds Office Pietermaritzburg 2012a). It 
was converted to a game farm in the mid 1990s with the arrival of a new owner who 
transformed the farm into a lucrative business running battlefields tours and an upmarket 
lodge, both of which have earned an international reputation. According to the manager, 
the wildlife is a mere “nice to have” rather than a central part of the business, and nature 
conservation is a personal interest of his (Interview with Farm A’s owner and manager 6 
September 2011). Some hunting takes place, though mostly when culling is required, and 
they offer game drives and birding tours, but the core of the business is the battlefields 
tours (Interview with Farm A’s owner and manager 6 September 2011). There is one 
resident farm dweller family that has been living there for at least three generations 
according to the family head. Most of the staff at the lodge and the farm labour comes 
from this family, and they are given preference when there is a vacancy at the lodge or on 
the farm. They keep their own cattle, however within certain limits so as not to 
compromise the farm’s grazing capacity, and to keep wildlife and cattle separate 
(Interview with farm dweller family head from Farm A 2 December 2011).  
 
During the conversion, the farm dwellers were initially concerned for their own and their 
livestock’s welfare, but they have not experienced any problems on this score (Interviews 
with Farm A’s owner and manager 6 September 2011; Farm dweller family head 2 
December 2011; Farm A’s former game ranger 3 July 2013). A major change however, 
was brought about with the erection of game fences, which enclosed the wildlife as well 
as the people. Some wildlife was already grazing on the farm before it was converted, but 
they could come and go fairly freely through the cattle fence. When the game fences were 
put in place and more animals were acquired, the concentration of wildlife became more 
tangible. As a consequence people too became more restricted in terms of their mobility, 
as they had to adapt to a new system of controlled access and monitoring of the activities 
and the assets on the farm.  
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The landowner’s attitude towards the subsistence hunting that took place on the farm also 
changed. After the conversion this was no longer allowed and incidents of hunting or 
outside people found on the farm were treated as ‘poaching’ and ‘unauthorised access’. 
(Interview with Farm A’s former game ranger 3 July 2013). Although security increased, 
and in some sense the farm dwellers felt safer in their homes knowing that the fence was 
there and that the perimeter was patrolled, violence increased too as the poaching 
continued, but the poachers arrived more heavily and better armed (Interview with Farm 
A’s former game ranger 3 July 2013). Attempts to stifle the poaching, which currently is 
not a big problem according to the owner and the manager, include preventing hunting 
dogs from being released on the farm. The person tasked with perimeter patrolling, who 
is also the head of the farm dweller family, has shot a large number of hunting dogs found 
inside the fence. As a consequence he has been threatened on several occasions and no 
longer wants to leave the farm as he fears he might be attacked or killed (Interview with 
farm dweller family head from Farm A 2 December 2012). For him, the farm has become 
a carceral space in almost an extreme sense. He feels safe there, but he is restricted to 
remain inside the fence. 
 
The second farm (Farm B) was converted in the mid-1980s and two separate farms were 
consolidated to create the game farm (Deeds Office Pietermaritzburg 2012b). It features 
an upmarket tourist lodge and offers battlefields tours, game drives and ‘real Zulu 
experiences’. The latter essentially means Zulu dance performances, where one of the 
rangers collects dancers from the nearby villages to perform for tourists. Just like Farm 
A, it is a well-kept and carefully managed space. The staff are dressed in game ranger 
uniform, the fence is maintained and patrolled, and the lodge and the farmhouse are 
clearly designed according to a certain theme, with colours and material blending in with 
the landscape. With regard to the two consolidated farms, one was a white-owned farm 
since the late 1890’s, and the other was reportedly inhabited by Africans from the 
beginning of the 20th century until the mid 1980s. Who these people were and how long 
they stayed there, and whether it was the same families that lived there throughout this 
time period, is uncertain. The former farm dwellers from the other farm said that they 
were different families to which they had no ties (Interview with former farm dwellers 
from Farm B 30 November 2012). Also, the land is difficult to farm, it is very rocky and 
has little vegetation, and was probably never very attractive for cattle farming which 
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could explain why it was never claimed as white-owned land. It could have served as a 
‘labour farm’ with an absentee landowner38.  
 
When the conversion was initiated, the farmer told the remaining farm dwellers they had 
to leave, that they could no longer live on the farm with the wild animals, the lodge and 
the tourists. Some of them left immediately, while some continued living on the farm 
while the lodge and game infrastructure was being built. “There was no threat, he just 
told us to leave and we did. That’s just the way it was.” (Interview with former farm 
dwellers from Farm B 30 November 2012). As such the relocation was gradual, taking 
place over almost 10 years. As less and less work was available for the farm dwellers, the 
farm became a place for wilderness and tourists. Many of the farm dwellers moved across 
road onto land that is owned by the Lutheran church, where they still reside today. 
 
The farmer has recently sold the farm to a community trust comprised of six individuals, 
which are all staff on the farm, but with no historical ties to this particular piece of land. 
In other words, they were employed after the conversion and they have no direct relations 
with the former farm dwellers. This is hard to understand given the context of the post-
apartheid land reform and the many land claims in the area. There was in fact a claim on 
this farm, which was dismissed at the early stages when it turned out that the claimants 
were making numerous claims on various nearby farms, supposedly without any validity 
(Interview with former farm dwellers from Farm B, 30 November 2012; field notes from 
discussion with Khanda 30 November 2012.) When the former farm dwellers heard about 
the sale of the game farm and the formation of the trust, they thought it strange that the 
farmer did not approach them, but they never asked him about it (Interview with former 
farm dwellers from Farm B 30 November 2012). As for the trust members, they claim 
they never asked the farmer of his intentions (Interviews with Farm B trust members 2 
December 2011; 29 November 2012; 4 July 2013.  
 
 
38 The particulars with regards to this section of land are rather vague. A copy of a map from 1906 showing 
the Nkandla District (not included for anonymity purposes) has left it a blank space. Neighbouring farmers 
and farm dwellers state that Africans lived there, it was for example suggested that it could have been a 
‘location’. Also, it first appears on a title deed in the mid-1980s.  
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Currently, the farmer is leasing the farmhouse, and the section of the farm where he still 
keeps his wildlife, as well as the lodge, from the community trust. This is a ten-year 
arrangement where the farmer pays an annual amount that increases with a certain 
percentage per year. He still owns the wildlife as they were not part of the deal – this is 
quite common when game farms change owners – and he lives in the farmhouse with his 
wife. Another part of the farm is being fenced for cattle belonging to the trust, and they 
are currently waiting for houses to be built with support from the Department of 
Agriculture (Interview with trust member 4 July 2013; Interview with Farm B’s former 
owner 7 September 2011).  
 
Despite the change in ownership of this farm, and that the former owner is now a tenant, 
the everyday interactions and relationships have not changed much. The farmer remains 
the first point of contact for accessing the farm for research and interviews. The trustees 
do not hold the power to make this decision, and any interviews with them had to be 
arranged through the farmer. He repeatedly referred to them as ‘his staff’ and explained 
that they could not engage in long interviews during work hours, and that on weekends 
they were busy with family matters and probably unavailable for interviews. For example, 
the chairperson of the trust is also the domestic worker in the farmhouse, and their 
relationship reflected an unmistakable master-servant dynamic. She was ordered by him 
to participate in the interview, and he explained that she would tell us “everything you 
need to know” but that the interview had to take place in the farmhouse so as not to disrupt 
her work too much (Interview with Farm B’s former owner 7 September 2011; Interview 
with trust chairperson 2 December 2011). For one interview, she appeared from the 
kitchen where she was washing dishes, dressed in a maid’s apron and uniform39. 
 
Farm C shares a border with Farm B, but the differences are striking. The fence is old, 
bent and even hanging loose from its poles. It is surprisingly easy to climb over in some 
places, especially on the side where it faces the Mzinyathi River. This is probably where 
trespassers enter, suggested by the condition of the fencing. Wildlife is scarce, and the 
entrance gate is run-down and partially covered in grass. But the land is dramatic in its 
topographical configuration; the hills are steep and rocky, with thorny bushes and sandy 
 
39 This event took place during an interview carried out by Shirley Brooks and Mnqobi Ngubane in 2010 
and they have kindly shared their records of this interview for this article. 
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soil, and the views are breath-taking. There is a rustic camp with a boma for a communal 
kitchen area, and basic huts for accommodation. The camp itself and the road leading 
down to it are poorly maintained, but are still occasionally used by hunting parties. At the 
bottom of the farm, as the land flattens nearby the river, there is an abandoned citrus 
plantation that according to oral accounts used to be quite productive. At the other end of 
the farm lie the old farmhouse and some barns, all more or less dilapidated. Scattered on 
the farm are farm dwellers’ old homesteads and kraals, abandoned at various times in the 
past, and most recently in the mid-1990s. 
 
This farm is made up of sections of land that have been consolidated over the years. One 
part was a settler farm given to a German missionary in the late 19th century (Deeds Office 
2012c). It was joined with another large portion of land in the late 1960’s, when the 
Africans that lived there were forcibly removed by the apartheid government and 
relocated to the settlement in Uitval, which is near Limehill. Through the post-apartheid 
land restitution programme, 32 of the relocated families lodged a land claim, which was 
resolved through a willing buyer-willing seller arrangement in 2006. The majority of the 
beneficiaries opted for cash compensation, but eleven of the families wanted the land 
back, and a formal handover took place in 2011 (Interview with representative for the 
land beneficiaries ‘Baba M’ 7 September 2011). The farmer, who converted to game 
farming in the mid-1990s, left after the sale and took some of the wildlife with him. Much 
of it he shot. Again, as in the case of Farm B, the wildlife was not part of the settlement.  
 
During the transition period after the departure of the landowner (between 2006 and 
2011), two of the neighbouring farmers were appointed by the Department of Land 
Affairs, now the Department of Rural Development and Land Reform (DRDLR) as 
caretakers on a six-monthly basis. One is the previous owner and now the lease-holder of 
Farm B, and the other is another neighbouring farmer with an interest in securing this 
‘frontier’. This unsatisfactory arrangement resulted in the game farm slowly but surely 
deteriorating, due not only to lack of maintenance and investment, but also due to 
increased poaching. The caretakers, operating only on a short-term basis never knowing 
if it would be extended, were only tasked with looking after the farm, and supporting the 
hunting operations. They were given no means or mandate to undertake long-term 
projects, and given the short and insecure timeframes, there was little incentive to invest 
in the farm (Interview with former caretaker of Farm C 7 September 2011).  
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The DRDLR has now terminated the arrangement with the caretakers, but the land 
beneficiaries have asked one of them for continued support. In fact, amongst the families 
there is some disagreement as to what to do with the farm. Some want to move back there 
and farm livestock; others, including the most powerful claimant, want to keep it as a 
game farm (Interview with Baba M 7 September 2011). The DRDLR is also ‘putting 
pressure’ on the beneficiaries to continue the game farming (Field note from discussion 
with Khanda 5 December 2012).  
 
The land beneficiaries were however not the only people to be forcibly removed from this 
farm. When the previous owner purchased the land in the mid 1990s, his intention was to 
farm wildlife and to run hunting operations. At the time there were farm dwellers living 
there who had worked on the cattle farm and the citrus plantation. With the arrival of the 
new owner, they were told that they had to leave and that wild animals were being brought 
in. The new owner allegedly said “I bought the land, not the people” and told them to 
leave immediately. Initially they refused to leave, but when they were told that he was 
coming the next morning to evict them, they hid in the bush that night, as they feared the 
repercussions of their refusal. The following morning the new landowner came down the 
hill on a motorcycle, together with other farmers and armed men on trucks. They scattered 
the farm dwellers’ cattle and chickens into the bush and forced them onto a truck, and 
they then burnt their houses. The new owner drove the farm dwellers to a small town 
some 60 kilometres away, and left them by the side of the road with blankets and plastic 
tents. There is also a story of how he arranged a braai that night to celebrate the eviction 
together with the other farmers (Interview with ‘Ma Sibaya’ and ‘Ma Makopane’ C 29 
February 2012).  
 
This farm owner has apparently recently agreed to give the farm dwellers another farm in 
the area as compensation for the removal and their losses. One of the neighbouring 
farmers, who was also one of the temporary caretakers for Farm C, and was part of the 
group of men that evicted the farm dwellers, has expressed remorse and regret for his 
actions: “What we did back then to these people was wrong, I realise that now. I hope we 
can do something to help them now” (Interview with former caretaker of Farm C 7 
September 2012). Interestingly, this is the same person who voiced his concern about the 
land beneficiaries moving back to the farm and turning it into a squatter camp.  
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The contradiction in these two statements is innate to the colonial relationships that are 
still prevalent on and around these farms. There is a sense of paternalistic responsibility 
for the farm dwellers, including the land beneficiaries, and also for the future of the game 
farms and how they are used. It is paternalistic as it entails prescriptive ideas of how 
things should be done, as is shown by the notion of the imagined squatter camp versus a 
desire to atone for wrongdoings in the past. It is assumed that the farmers know what is 
‘best’ for the farms and the beneficiaries and the farm dwellers. The awkward master-
servant relationship between the trustees and the former owner of Farm B lends itself to 
this reading as well, as the power dynamic remains so clearly biased in favour of the 
previous owner. It seems that the change in ownership of the farm has had little impact 
on the relationships between the farmer and his workers. It was clear that in this instance 
the former landowner more or less dominated the narrative of not only the game farm, 
but also the trustees, at least in the beginning of the fieldwork.  
 
A similar relationship between the farm manager and the farm dwellers exists on Farm 
A. Again access to the farm dwellers had to be negotiated through the manager, who also 
chose which persons to interview, and allocated the place, date and timeframe for the 
interviews. To visit the farm dwellers in their homes was not allowed, and again the 
suggestion to visit them after work hours or during weekends was met with the statement 
that they are too busy with family matters then. This raises questions about farm dwellers’ 
autonomy and dependency on the farm owner or manager, again reminiscent of colonial 
relationships. 
 
The next section argues that these game farms and their particular location in relation to 
the perceived and imagined frontier of the Mzinyathi River as well as the battlefields, also 
perpetuate the colonial present also beyond the micropolitics of the individual farms.  
 
Game farms and fortifications: a colonial present on the frontier? 
A game fence is much taller and denser than a cattle fence. Access in and out of the farm 
is hence restricted for both people and animals, and their movements and mobility is 
furthermore subject to increased control and security measures. The presence of wildlife 
itself is both intimidating and restricting for people. Considering that farms have always 
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been used as access and transport routes, especially by their residents, but also for others, 
restrictions on mobility are a very real result of the new arrangements. These case study 
farms are, due to their location, important for such purposes. People need to cross the 
river to get to work, or to shop at the trading store, visit the clinic, go to church, collect 
their state pension on pension day, and so on, and navigating both game fences and wild 
animals is challenging if not dangerous. Uniformed and armed rangers, and on-farm 
perimeter patrols add to the fortification of the farms’ boundaries, as well as to the 
increased control exercised over these spaces, as takes place on Farm A and B.  
 
Due to the specific attributes of the game farm, it offers more protection and security than 
a cattle farm. Farm C, with its decrepit and penetrable fences, is considered a weak point 
in the frontier. This is another reason for wanting Farm C to remain a game farm, as it 
would consolidate the boundary against the ‘tribal area’ in former Zululand (Interview 
with Farm C’s former caretaker 7 September 2011). It is therefore also in the physical 
manifestations of the game farms that the colonial present becomes tangible, and the 
farms become frontiers in themselves against the changes in the political landscape and 
rural transformation. With the changes in ownership of Farm B and C, there is much 
anxious speculation amongst surrounding farmers as to the future of this area. Several 
times efforts have been made to ensure that the game farming is maintained, as this would 
effectively hinder Africans from living and keeping livestock on the farms. There is also 
a sense of waiting for an invasion, and a there is fear that this might happen in South 
Africa if African nationalism gains enough momentum (Interviews with Farm A’s owner 
and manager 6 September 2011; Farm B’s former owner 7 September 2011; The former 
caretaker of Farm C 11 February 2012; Owner Farm E and Manager Farm D 6 September 
2011).  
 
A slow transgression of the physical and imagined boundary of the Mzinyathi River is 
taking place in an inevitable destabilisation of the old order. This transgression will bring 
with it people from the tribal areas and their way of being, living and farming. One farmer 
said “the few of us that are left are trying to maintain things” (Interview with former 
caretaker of Farm C 11 February 2012) which indicates a notion of loss in terms of 
numbers and that ‘things’ – the way they were – are slipping away. In response to this 
threat the game farms make up a frontier along the border, and maintain the old boundary 
167 
of separation. However, as we know, the boundary was never completely enforced, it was 
constantly negotiated and reinterpreted, and this is still the case.  
 
Additionally, the colonial present is also reflected in the imagination and the attempted 
re-creation of the game farming landscape. For example, a vital component of the hunting 
experience involves being in a ‘wild’ space that incorporates certain landscape features 
but excludes others. This means that the less evidence there is of ‘civilisation’, the better 
the experience (Interviews with Farm A’s owner and manager 6 September 2011; Farm 
B’s former owner 7 September 2011; also see Brandt 2013: 202-204). For example, when 
driving past Farm B on the gravel road that runs alongside the game fence, one can spot 
remnants of small kraals used for goats and pigs. They are now more or less covered by 
grasses and shrubs, and most passers-by probably will not notice them. 
 
The game fence, however, as well as wildlife peering through the bushes and trees 
demand attention almost by default, as they fit the imagery of a wild space. Together with 
other attributes, like an impressive entrance gate and signage indicating the presence of 
wildlife and efforts to conserve nature, they render the evidence of human life and 
activities near invisible. This image of an idealised and stereotypical ‘African’ landscape, 
which has wild animals and bush but no people or settlements, is found in colonial ideas 
of wild Africa, as discussed above (Hughes 2005; 2010). 
 
The space of the game farm is reshaped into this imagined landscape, and as a 
consequence people and their homes are removed, from the farm and from its history. On 
Farm C this was executed in a brutal and violent way, first by the apartheid government, 
and then by the game farmer. Farm B saw less violent relocation, but the relocation was 
still far from voluntary. Farm A differs in this regard, but the farm dwellers are still subject 
to spatial exclusion from the majority of the farm, and to increased control over their 
mobility and access. In Farm B the previous owner systematically relocated people and 
their livelihoods in order to create a sanitised space featuring a ‘real’ African landscape, 






In this article I have attempted to add to the understanding of a ‘colonial present’ in the 
South African countryside by showing how spatial micro-politics on private game farms 
are negotiated to support colonial-style ideals and identities. In this context, the game 
farms perform a function to preserve, and not only to conserve, a space where certain 
identities, relationships and images are safe-guarded. They further provide a fortified 
boundary against people from the other side of the river, and also against changes in the 
rural political landscape. Their physical structure adds to the exclusion of those who do 
not fit the imagery of a wild space that serves to protect African nature and wildlife. It is 
a spatial exclusion not unlike that of gated communities in urban areas, or so-called 
wildlife estates that offer a certain (wild)lifestyle to its residents and visitors (See Brooks 
et al. 2011; Ballard 2011). Attempts to redress these old geographies and to change 
unequal land distribution through land reform, are further hindered by the material 
consequences of how the game farm is imagined and realised and the experiences, for 
example hunting, wilderness, African culture, and goods, such as trophy animals, that 
they offer.  
 
As has been shown, there are a number of aspects to the game farms investigated here – 
historical, political and emotional – that support and perpetuate a colonial present that has 
socio-spatial implications. The frontier- and boundary discourse is very old and deeply 
entrenched in the local narratives, as is the threat of violence and disorder from the other 
side of the river. Such discourses continue to dominate partially due to the mythologies 
and histories around the battles and the wars fought here, and are kept alive by the 
battlefields tourism, which often fails to include critical and alternative voices. It is thus 
not a case of clear causality, but a web of entangled processes, events and perceptions of 
‘truths’. 
 
The sometimes violent contestations over the river as a boundary continue today, and the 
game farms are essentially amplifying this in response to protecting their assets and the 
people that live there. On a larger scale, processes that enable the economic and political 
viability of the game farms include both the state’s approach to land reform, as discussed 
by Fraser (2007), and the global commodification of nature, protected areas, wilderness, 
wildlife and indigenous people (as with the example of marketised Zulu culture). In 
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addition to this I suggest that the intensified commodification rationalises the other 
functions of the game farms presented here; the colonial practices and relationships. All 
support and perpetuate a colonial present, which is counter-productive to the aims of land 
reform and rural transformation and sustains unequal relationships on and around private 
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Article 3: Making sense of violence? Hard narratives from 




The discourse of nature conservation tends to normalise the necessity for violence to 
protect ‘nature’. Violence is also very much a reality in nature conservation practices. The 
consequences are well documented in conservation history and recent literature suggests 
that the privatisation of nature and wildlife contributes to further normalisation of 
violence in ‘wild’ spaces. 
 
Private wildlife production, in this article exemplified by private game farms, is framed 
by discourses and methods similar to those of protected areas in order to control 
landscapes, wildlife and people. On game farms, the management narrative is constructed 
around security and exclusivity, and this serves to justify the use of violence. Certain 
wildlife and people must be protected from danger and exploitation. For some, the 
fortress-like gates and fences and the armed rangers ensure exclusive and safe use of these 
‘wild’ spaces, whilst others are excluded or even killed. The game farms are situated in a 
command-and-control setting with rigid hierarchies and unequal power dynamics, shaped 
by race, class and gender. 
 
I argue that private game farms, through the way they are conceptualised and realised, 
exacerbate violence as well as strengthen the control over resources that landowners 
already possess. By increasing security, landowners seek to protect themselves, their 
wildlife, and farms, as well as the identities they ascribe to themselves and these spaces. 
Through linking past and present conservation practices with local histories and spatial 
dynamics I show how landowners interpret local histories to justify the use violence and 
how this converges, at least discursively, with trends of securitisation and accumulation, 
resulting in the continued exclusion of ‘others’. The systematic dispossession and 
displacement of Africans from land add to these dynamics, as their histories are however 
often obscured in the making of wilderness landscapes. 
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The research for this article was conducted along the so-called ‘Battlefields Route’ in 
KwaZulu-Natal, an area known for its violent history. The narratives presented here 
revolve around private game farms located on the Mzinyathi River, and their specific 
location is central to understanding the violence that shape both contestations over 
belonging and practices of exclusion and inclusion in this area.  
 
Keywords: violence, wilderness, game farms, South Africa, contestations, exclusion and 




In this article I look at violence as deeply embedded in discourses and practices of the 
South African game farm, an approach that requires insights into both historical and 
contemporary contexts. I show how a number of intersecting aspects serve to normalise 
and justify violence, and how this links to broader trends of securitisation, accumulation 
of resources, and struggles over belonging. My reading considers various aspects of 
power: control over resources, hierarches of race, class and gender, processes of 
‘othering’, and practices of inclusion and exclusion. I focus on the experiences of farm 
dwellers in the conversion from conventional farming to wildlife-based production. As I 
show, their relationships with landowners and farmers are central to how they are affected 
by farm conversions, which is indicative of the power relations of the farms.  
 
I start with an overview of the linkages between nature conservation and violence; 
followed by a description of the ‘typical’ game farm and how its physical and spatial 
features both facilitate and are shaped by violence. I then situate the research in local 
histories and spatialities, and present narratives from the field that illustrate the structural 
and direct violence associated with private game farms. This section also highlights some 
issues related to post-apartheid land reform and contestations over belonging in the rural 
landscape. Lastly I reflect on how shifts to game farming fit into broader trends of 
violence, securitisation, and accumulation in the context of wilderness areas. 
 
In this article I use ‘violence’ as a concept that include its physical manifestations, like 
actions that result in bodily injuries or death, but also non-physical violence, for example 
threats, intimidation, verbal abuse, or the risk of being subjected to physical violence as 
a consequence of certain actions or inactions (Weigert 2010). This also includes sexual 
violence and abuse, and, importantly, “assaults on personhood, dignity, sense of worth or 
value of the victim” (Bolt 2016: 914) It involves attributes and practices associated with 
legitimate violent actions; guns and other weapons, military-style uniforms, razor wire 
and electric fences. Such attributes are considered legitimate as they are part of structures 
and institutional practices that allow violence against individuals and groups of people 
(Verweijen and Marijnen 2016; Neumann 2004). For example, protecting private 
property against trespassers and poachers is such a practice, sanctioned by legal 
frameworks (see for example Blomley 2003). I also consider visible and discursive 
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evidence of past violence; soldiers’ graves and war memorials, place names, for example 
‘The Battle of Blood River’, bullet holes in buildings and cars, and remnants of burnt-
down houses. This forms part of violence in memories, perceptions, and histories, which 
inform notions of identities and belonging. 
 
All of this, I argue, contributes to the normalisation of violence on the game farms. Those 
who possess material and spatial control use and depend on this normalisation, as well on 
the legitimisation of violence as for the continued exclusion of ‘others’ (cf. Neumann 
2004). Moreover, since property and property rights can be enacted through legal use of 
violence, for example through the use of force against those that ‘break the rules’ of 
property (Blomley 2003), it is often enough that violence is possible for property law and 
property rights to remain uncontested. This is important since the securitisation process, 
and the justification of violence, places property and property rights at its core.  
 
Violence and nature conservation 
A current example of the relationship between violence and nature conservation is the 
escalation in military-style tactics associated with the ‘war’ on rhino and elephant 
poaching (see Büscher and Ramutsindela 2015; Duffy 2014; Lunstrum 2014). This ‘war’ 
features frequently in media articles (see for example Bloch News 24 10 July 2017; Carnie 
Daily Maverick 24 July 2017; Mahr The Washington Post 29 October 2016; Kings Mail 
and Guardian 17 January 2014). Conservationists place themselves in a narrative of 
being at war with dangerous and highly advanced adversaries that are after valuable 
wildlife species. Anti-poaching efforts are increasingly militarised, and this process has 
spread into other aspects of nature conservation practices as well. (Duffy 2014).  
 
However, it is important to historicise current events and consider continuities as well as 
changes in broader political contexts. In her research on the Hluhluwe-Umfolozi Game 
Reserve, Brooks (2000) writes that “ ‘[n]atural’ spaces such as game reserves need to be 
placed back in history; to be located in their political and historical context” as if we 
neglect this, these spaces may come to “work to deny or obscure the realities of history 
and present” (Brooks 2000:64). Our interpretations also risk lacking in reflexivity, depth 
and ‘thickness’ if we ignore the larger contexts (Rose 1997; Geertz 1995). The so-called 
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war to protect nature40 should therefore be analysed against the long-standing structures 
of dispossession and violence on which nature conservation principles are built (see e.g. 
Büscher 2013). It should also be analysed in relation to contestations over land and other 
resources, and claims to belonging.  
 
In the African context the links between nature conservation and violence can be traced 
back to settler ideologies of preserving nature. The hunting of wildlife as a colonial leisure 
and designating certain spaces for this purpose, and thereby categorising other forms of 
hunting ‘poaching’, informed the idea to preserve or conserve nature and wildlife (Brooks 
2000; Neumann 1998; Carruthers 1995). Following the evolvement of nature preservation 
into an ideology with practices that resonate with conservation areas today, the governing 
bodies, State and private, formed relationships with military and paramilitary 
organisations (see e.g. Wels 2015; Duffy 2014; Lunstrum 2014; Ellis 1994). During 
apartheid, for example, spatial control in protected areas along the South African border 
was exercised only in part to protect wildlife and fight poachers. The military-style 
security tactics were also employed to combat anti-apartheid fighters (Wels 2015; Ellis 
1994).  
 
What is known as fortress-conservation has received much criticism for its excluding 
practices. In the late 19th century “coercive, fortress conservation was but one part in a 
wider process of the partitioning, enclosing, and making of productive land” (Büscher 
2013: 34) for wealthy whites, and many argue that it continues to favour interests of the 
elites (Büscher and Ramutsindela 2015; Barrett, Brooks, Josefsson and Zulu 2013; 
Coward 2005; Brockington 2002). Attempts have been made by the conservation industry 
to address the inequalities on which this practice is built through softer approaches to 
conservation, for example community-based natural resource management (CBNRM). In 
theory, CBNRM allows for a more diverse use of natural resources in protected areas, for 
example cattle grazing and harvesting of medicinal plants, and dropping fences instead 
of increasing the fortification of boundaries (Brockington and Duffy 2010; Coward 2005). 
Still, it seems like these methods perpetuate reductionist practices and economically 
unequal relationships rather than address them. Likely because inequalities and social 
 
40 For the purposes of this article I use ‘nature’ to include several concepts commonly associated with 
conservation, e.g. biodiversity, ecosystems, habitats, individual species such as rhinos and elephants, and 
protected areas, and reserves.  
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injustice define all levels of society and is not unique to conservation practices. Moreover, 
fortress-conservation is too deeply embedded in conservation ideology to simply be 
replaced by a different method that is still under the same paradigm (Brockington 2004; 
Brockington and Duffy 2010). Recently fortress-conservation and intensified 
militarisation in protected areas seem to enjoy renewed support under the paradigm of 
increased commoditisation and privatisation, and CBNRM and similar approaches are 
losing ground (Massé and Lunstrum 2015; Duffy 2014; Lunstrum 2014; Neumann 2004). 
 
Rosaleen Duffy (2014) and Elisabeth Lunstrum (2014) investigate the rise of militarised 
violence in the nature conservation sector, and show how the conservation community 
(including e.g. NGOs and State conservation organisations like SANParks) contract 
private military companies to implement conservation. This relationship is forged around 
technological innovation, for example the use of surveillance drones, poaching and the 
responses to tackle this, as well as fighting the war on biodiversity (Lunstrum 2014; Duffy 
2014; Neumann 2004). According to Lunstrum (2014) this is not unique to Southern 
Africa, but similar processes take place around the world. She calls this ‘green 
militarisation’ to describe the military tactics that are used “in the pursuit of conservation” 
(p. 817). Duffy (2014) emphasises the dangers of militarising conservation, saying that 
such approaches are used to “justify highly repressive and coercive policies” (p. 820). 
 
Neumann (2004) examines the discourses behind the ‘war’ on biodiversity in Africa. He 
poses questions around how ‘shoot-to-kill’ or ‘shoot-on-sight’ policies of suspected 
poachers can be morally and politically justified (Ibid pp. 815-816). He suggests that the 
answers are found in processes of ‘othering’, where the identities of who is considered 
threat to biodiversity, and who is its protector, are informed by gender, race and 
belonging. The poacher is male, black, African, and uncivilised, and has no regard for 
nature or its values. He is positioned as the ‘other’, juxtaposed against the white male, the 
civilised European hunter who cares deeply for the environment and wildlife (Ibid. p. 
826). These stereotypes are rooted in colonial ideologies which continue to shape violent 
contestations over belonging in nature and wilderness (Neumann 2004; Draper, 
Spierenburg and Wels 2004).  
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Büscher and Ramutsindela (2015) build on Neumann’s (2004) insights in their article on 
‘green violence’. They argue that Southern African Peace Parks41 function as 'spaces of 
exception' with regards to how violence is used against poachers as well as other threats 
to nature. It is not only rhinos and other wildlife that are threatened by poachers. The very 
idea of what Peace Parks should be, and for whom they should be, is also threatened by 
that or those which disrupt the vision for the parks (see e.g. Draper et al. 2004; Hughes 
2005; Josefsson 2008). The consequences for people that are perceived as threats are dire: 
"humanity is stripped from those that violate the 'imaginative project' leading to the 
legitimation and celebration of violent death" (Büscher and Ramutsindela 2015: 21). 
 
There are also linkages between nature conservation and political violence. In Southern 
Africa in the 1980s, the war against communism engaged various nature conservation 
actors. Game rangers, for example, played a pivotal role in ensuring that conservation 
areas remained white spaces (Büscher and Ramutsindela 2015; Wels 2015). Well-known 
conservationist Nick Steele42 and his supporters advocated a militaristic strategy to 
protect African wildlife. This strategy was fuelled by the fear of communism and the 
ANC, a fear which made sense in Steele’s and his supporters’ political context of that 
time (Wels 2015). The military-style protection of wildlife also involved control of 
landscapes and their borders (Wels 2015; Büscher and Ramutsindela 2015 and cf. Duffy 
2014). It is important to consider how conservation landscapes were “highly 
instrumental” (Wels 2015: 37) in the making of white nationalism in apartheid South 
Africa, as well as in the forging of an Afrikaner identity tied to the South African 
landscape (Wels 2015; Carruthers 1995). 
 
Massé and Lunstrum (2015) explore ‘green grabbing’ (see Fairhead et al. 2012) in the 
context of the systematic dispossession of communities that tend to follow nature 
conservation. They see this as a process of ‘accumulation by securitisation’, meaning that 
increased security enables those that control the resource to secure wealth and assets 
(Massé and Lunstrum 2015: 227-228). In frontier areas - as in their case, the conservation 
areas straddling the borders between South Africa and Mozambique - security rationales 
are easily adapted as reasons to control space and place: 
 
41 See www.peaceparks.co.za  
42 Regarding Nick Steele’s role in nature conservation in what is now KwaZulu-Natal, see Wels 2015. 
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“Securitized conservation, in short, is enabling patterns of accumulation. This 
happens most obviously through the securitized enclosure of space and 
resources and related dispossession or resident communities: security logics 
and actors can clear the space, capital reaps the benefit.” (Massé and Lunstrum 
2015: 230) 
 
In relation to the above, the growing support for private sector involvement and the 
expansion of privately owned wilderness areas follow trends of privatisation of natural 
resources and security paradigms surrounding private property (see for example Ballard 
and Jones 2014). Conservation and wilderness areas that engage private actors for security 
and surveillance transform landscapes through consolidation and control. Access and 
boundaries are enforced through exclusion and conditional belonging. In this context, the 
consolidation of space leads to dispossession and displacement of people, as well as 
accumulation of assets for the elite (Massé and Lunstrum 2015; Brockington, Duffy and 
Igoe 2008). To a large extent private wilderness areas and private interests in nature 
conservation tend to be backed by white capital (Draper et al. 2004; Singh and Van 
Houtum 2002). This is largely a result of the history of land dispossessions in Southern 
Africa, which favoured white ownership. Today so-called land grabs and land 
consolidation still tend to be dominated by white elites (Mtero et al. 2019; Ramutsindela, 
Spierenburg and Wels 2013; Hall 2013; Borras, Hall, Scoones and Wolford 2011; 
Brockington and Duffy 2010).  
 
Violence and game farms 
On private conservation land similar methods are used for security and control is enacted 
through methods that are similar to that of protected areas. Private game farms are also 
managed using military-style tactics and tools, such as armed rangers, fence patrols. This, 
as well as clashes with poachers and trespassers, has come to characterise private 
conservation areas (Spierenburg and Wels 2006). These spaces were however violent 
before the introduction of game farming. On South African farms the paternalistic 
relationship between white landowners and black workers was, and still is, violent 
(Manby 2002). But as some have noted, violence is also present within the hierarchies of 
black workers (e.g. Bolt 2016; Niehaus 2009). Manby (2002) writes “[v]iolence has been 
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built into the fabric of white control of the land in South Africa from the start, and in some 
cases violence is still implicitly or explicitly used to maintain control of the land” (p. 90). 
For example, the punitive measures common on white-owned farms, like whipping of 
labourers and the practice of tying trespassers and thieves behind vehicles still takes 
places in farm contexts as well as elsewhere (Niehaus 2009; Siddique The Guardian 1 
March 2013). A report from the South African Human Rights Commission states that 
“Unacceptable levels of violence and crime are experienced in farming communities. 
Violence is perpetrated against farm dwellers by a range of actors, including those in the 
private and public sector.” (SAHRC 2003).  
 
Forced removals and evictions from farms and other areas is another form of violence 
targeted at Africans. In the past, these were sanctioned actions, but illegal evictions still 
take place (Andrew et al. 2013). The post-apartheid land reform has provided little 
protection and minimal rights for farm dwellers. Instead, this increasingly marginalised 
position has made it easier for landowners to displace farm dwellers (Andrew et al. 2013). 
Some farmers and farm organisations claim that evictions are necessary in some cases to 
protect landowners against so-called farm attacks and ‘farm murders’ (Manby 2002). 
According to white right-wing groups in South Africa, white farmers are subjected to 
targeted violence carried out by criminal blacks, despite the lack of evidence for this claim 
(Davies 2018 Daily Maverick; Nicolson 25 August 2015 Daily Maverick; Brodie Mail 
and Guardian 10 October 2013; Manby 2002). Where violent crimes against farmers 
receive a lot of attention media and political attention, violence and crimes against farm 
dwellers and workers take place almost completely unnoticed (Manby 2002). 
Nonetheless, this narrative around so-called farm murders feeds into the idea that 
increased securitisation and spatial exclusion of ‘others’ are necessary means of control. 
The ‘other’ in this context, is similar to the trope of the dangerous ‘other’ in protected 
areas (above). In former Natal and especially in the Midlands region, this narrative is 
quite dominant among white farmers. It is often associated with a threat perceived to 
originate in the former ‘homeland’ of KwaZulu / Zululand (see Steinberg 2010). 
 
Close to the perception of danger lies the fear of crime. Actions to prevent and tackle 
crime fit with broader trends of securitisation and excluding spatial practices. Private 
property, be it farmland, urban residential areas, or wildlife, is made ‘secure’ against 
unwanted and possibly dangerous elements. For example, so-called wildlife- and eco-
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estates are being developed as part the trend to build gated communities in South Africa 
(Ballard and Jones 2011). These gated estates “exist as representations of safe spaces for 
people who feel that security has been lost in the transition from apartheid” (Ballard and 
Jones 2014: 297). Their structures of ‘self-government’ and the residents’ fear of crime 
justify the exclusion of ‘others’, and private security companies are employed to enforce 
spatial control. Wildlife- and eco-estates aspire to the same notion of safety and 
exclusivity as gated communities and have the added features of indigenous species, 
sometimes including larger animals. Identifying with ‘nature’, and with the role as 
protector of rare flora and fauna as a way of belonging has long been important for the 
white middle class (Hughes 2010). Eco-estates continue spatial practices of segregation, 
and exclusion and inclusion similar to that of apartheid (Ballard and Jones 2014, 2011), 
and with the incorporation of indigenous wildlife, one can argue that they serve to enable 
white identities in more than one aspect. Residents are kept safe from crime but also from 
a South African society in which former power hierarchies are challenged. 
 
Game farms remind us eco-estates in this regard. They offer a safe space for a 
predominately white elite to enjoy nature and wilderness as well as comfortable 
recreational amenities. They are increasingly associated with affluence and exclusivity 
(see Brandt 2016; Steyn Mail and Guardian 5 June 2015; Steyn Mail and Guardian 6 
January 2012), something which justifies the use of aggravated security measures for 
protection of property and assets. Both land and wildlife are valuable assets so from an 
economic perspective it makes sense implement protective measures (cf. Massé and 
Lunstrum 2015 ‘accumulation by securitisation’). I suggest that it is also about identity-
making and claims to belonging. The spatial and social configurations of game farms are 
shaped by landowners’ and farmers’ efforts to build sense of place and belonging through 
stewardship of nature and wildlife (Josefsson 2014; Brandt 2013). Compare with Hughes 
who, with regards to how settlers in Southern Africa formed relationships with landscapes 
instead of people, writes that “[s]ettlers filled the void with concocted traditions of 
wilderness and environmental stewardship” (2010: 17). In the context of game farms, the 
security and spatial control on the game farms are protecting assets as well as identities, 
whilst maintaining a boundary against the dangers of the ‘other’.  
 
Such spatial practises would also not be possible without property and property rights. As 
these concepts are defined by law, it is considered legitimate to act to maintain property 
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and property relations as long as the actions taken are sanctioned by legal frameworks. 
This means that the property-owner has the right to exclude others from using or 
accessing the property (Blomley 2003). The boundaries of the property, in this case game 
farms, become important as it represents the space where legal becomes illegal. For 
example, walking just outside the game fence along a public road is just walking. But 
walking inside the game fence is trespassing. Violators are punished either by property-
owners or by the State. 
 
Trophy-hunting and eco-tourism usually include a wilderness experience, but as hunters 
and tourists still require access to the comforts of modern society, the game farms need 
to be constructed accordingly (Ndebele 2007). To some degree farm conversions involve 
a re-creation of ‘African wilderness’, or rather the idea of what such a place should feature 
(Draper et al. 2004; Neumann 2000). It may seem ironic, however, that this ‘wilderness’ 
is coupled with modern luxuries and is contained within the demarcated boundary of the 
farm. But in the context of securitisation and accumulation, as well as the current 
contestations over land and belonging in the South African countryside, this makes sense, 
as farm conversions have both economic and emotional motivations (Spierenburg and 
Brooks 2014; Josefsson 2014; Brandt 2013; Bothma, Suich and Spenceley 2009). Game 
farms must be wild enough to offer the wilderness experience, and safe and comfortable 
enough for the paying visitors to enjoy. The security measures exist not only to protect 
the wildlife and other resources, but also the cultural and symbolic values that the 
landowners wish to maintain.  
 
Nature reserves and national parks tend to exist discursively outside of the modern world 
and any political context, and sometimes outside history, but they are anything but 
apolitical (Ndebele 2007; Brooks 2000). Bunn (1996) describes this as “...the space of the 
‘Reserve’ - as an imaginary repository of value forms lost in the process of 
modernization.” (p. 38). Game farms are often constructed in a similar manner. In here 
actors perform roles that reproduce tropes of race and gender, something which often 
reinforces harmful stereotypes of the ‘other’. (Bunn 1996; Neumann 2004; Josefsson 
2014). Other scholars that have commented on the masculinities that are supported by 
wildlife and hunting spaces, find them exaggerated, oppressive and harmful (Brandt and 
Josefsson 2017; Kalof, Fitzgerald and Baralt 2004; Emel 1995). Game farms are also 
political in the sense that they, similar to gated estates as noted, reflect ideas of separation 
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and belonging along racial lines and socio-economic status. We should remember that 
behind the narratives and the practical and physical realties of these spaces we find 
powerful stakeholders that make decisions and take direct and indirect actions to make 
game farms what they are. Landowners, farmers, and farm managers actively control 
these spaces, and the conservation industry, hunters and tourists no doubt influence this 
process too. Conservationists shape and implement the management practices for the 
keeping of wildlife43, and hunters and tourists pay for the experience of the hunt or the 
safari. 
 
A visible feature of the game farm is the game fence, serving as a physical and social 
divider. This type of fencing is designed to keep wildlife inside the property but also to 
keep unwanted people and animals out. It is taller and more dense than a standard cattle 
fence, and it is sometimes electrified and strengthened by razor wire. The game fence 
defines the boundaries of the property and establishes a perimeter that is difficult to 
penetrate but easy to monitor. In order to enter the farm, one is supposed to negotiate 
access prior to arrival and use the official entry point, which usually is guarded gate. The 
entry gates are often manned by armed game guards, and rangers regularly patrol the 
fence perimeter. This set-up is an effective medium for exclusion and inclusion. Similar 
to State protected areas, the presence of firearms is common on game farms, and a 
normalised part of the interactions between people and wildlife. A game ranger with a 
gun is taken for granted in these landscapes as African wilderness and wildlife are 
attributed with danger (Brandt and Josefsson 2017) 44. Staff taking visitors around the 
farm often carry guns, and if the farm offers trophy- or biltong hunting, the guests 
themselves - the hunters - too are armed. These attributes, the fences, the armed rangers, 
and the controlled access points, serve several purposes in addition to defining 
boundaries, and keeping and killing wildlife. They also provide security and safety for 
those that enjoy access to that which is inside the fence. So perhaps in this context the 
armed game ranger is not so controversial. But if we consider that the gun may be used 
against humans, and that the game ranger may be attacked by other armed people, the 
 
43 This is a complex issue and not as clear cut as presented here. For an in-depth investigation, see Kamuti 
2016.   
44 Whilst in the field I was often warned about the dangers of the African bush. In particular conservationists 
and farmers claimed that I needed protection from wild animals as well as dangerous people.  
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image becomes uneasy. For those that fall outside the definitions of legitimate visitors or 
users, the very same attributes can mean harm, or even loss of life (cf. Spierenburg and 
Wels 2006).  
 
Several aspects emerge when we consider the making of boundaries for game farms. 
Access, for example, is negotiated around a set of identities and claims to belonging that 
constitute a stark power hierarchy, structured by wealth, gender and race (Brandt and 
Josefsson 2017). In his essay Game Lodges and Leisure Colonialists: Caught in the 
Process of Becoming Njabulo Ndebele (2007) pointedly captures this dynamic: 
 
“And so, as we leave the game lodge, we notice the electrified fence that 
surrounds the whole reserve (we remember the electrified fences on our 
northern borders). The fence reminds us that the game lodge, that inner core 
of cleared space, is not carved out of an unbroken wilderness but out of 
another contained space, sealed off from the country at large.” (Ndebele 2007: 
5).  
 
On the fame farm, actors are expected to perform certain functions to complete the 
imagery of the African wilderness. Trophy hunters, game rangers, professional hunters 
are common (powerful, often male) characters in this landscape. Trackers and skinners 
are African men, and African women are employed as waitrons and cleaners (Brandt 
2016; Ndebele 2007). If someone acts against their prescribed role there are 
repercussions. For example, as a white, foreign woman and researcher my role was to be 
educated by the farmers and to allow myself to be seduced by the dangers of wonders of 
the African bush. When I challenged this I was threatened with being denied access or 
having my life made ‘difficult’ (Brandt and Josefsson 2017). Others are however in far 
more precarious positions. Due to largely unchallenged paternalistic relationships on 
South African farms and the casualisation of farm labour, workers can be easily replaced 
at the whim landowner (Brandt and Spierenburg 2014; Wesso 2013; Mkhize 2012). 
Women farm workers and dwellers are particularly vulnerable in these relationships, and 
their situation is often more precarious and dangerous than that of male farm labour (see 
Devereux et al. 2017). Those that are considered to have no rights to access or no place 
on the farm are subjected to the most severe forms of violence. People categorised as 
trespassers and poachers can be shot on sight. This happens on private game farms as well 
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as in State protected areas (Büscher and Ramutsindela 2015; Neumann 2004). The further 
down someone is placed in the hierarchy, the more likely and severe is the risk and threat 
of violence. No doubt the psychological and emotional aspect of fear of violence adds to 
the dynamics of oppression and structural inequalities.  
 
“As farming landscapes are transformed into consumptive (and extractive) 
‘wilderness’ landscapes of various kinds, new spatial enclaves are being created 
through practices of enclosure, leading to new forms of inclusion and exclusion, 
and with them new groups of ‘surplus people’.” (Spierenburg and Brooks 2014: 
155). 
 
To expand on the understanding of violence on game farms, we should include wildlife 
and their roles on the farm. Wels (2015) argues that our ethnographic accounts lose 
potentially important insights if we disregard non-human animals, particularly with 
regards to the ‘subaltern’ (see Spivak 1988). The violence used against non-human 
animals is exercised in different ways. The most obvious form is the act of killing the 
animals, either for their horns and hides, or for consumption as food. Brandt (2016) 
explains how wildlife on trophy-hunting farms in the Karoo generates realities in the 
power configurations on the farms as “they act and enact in relation to humans and their 
environment” (Brandt 2016: 166). Wildlife is subjected to various forms of violence, 
including being hunted and killed, being punished for ‘bad behaviour’, and being forced 
to remain within the human-made boundaries of the farm. But they also contest the 
boundaries, for example by trying to escape, destroying property, and harming other 
animals and humans. Nonetheless, they tend to remain invisible in ethnographic accounts 
(Wels 2015).  
 
Nonetheless, the privatisation of wildlife, especially threatened species, is central to the 
origins of private conservancies (Wels 2015). Wildlife is killed for profit and ‘true’ 
sportsmanship, and dead animals (in trophy-form) feature in the making of elite identity-
making (see Kalof et al. 2004; Emel 1995). My own findings reveal similar attitudes 
regarding wildlife. There may be a rhetoric around intrinsic values and a passion for 
nature conservation, and there certainly are farmers claiming that they converted their 
farms “for the love of the animals” (Game farmer statement in stakeholder workshop 
March 2012). But the realities for animals on the farms are based on their usefulness: “the 
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double meaning being that next to wildlife ‘making money’, wildlife usually are made to 
‘pay’ with their lives through hunting” (Wels 2015:8). From the perspective of farm 
dwellers, the presence of wildlife is both dangerous and threatening. Their homes are 
often not fenced off, and they are not allowed to carry guns (Brandt 2013; Josefsson 
2008). 
 
Lastly, conversions from cattle farming to game farming on private land have been found 
to intensify the process of black people being displaced from farms (see e.g. Brooks and 
Kjelstrup 2014; AFRA 2004). The protection of private property and assets, in this case 
land and wildlife, seems to carry more weight than other forms of tenure and belonging 
(Spierenburg and Brooks 2014). Nonetheless, the hierarchies on the game farm are not 
uncontested or represented by one uniform reality. Brandt (2016) claims that power 
configurations are constantly tilted through different ways for different actors of 
exercising power. My own fieldwork revealed the same. Although I emphasise the 
devastating impacts of the inequalities on the farms and their violent power structures, I 
am not saying they go on undisputed or unchanged. People break the boundaries of the 
farms by using both formal avenues, for example post-apartheid labour and land rights 
legislation, and informal or extra-legal means, for example cutting fences, accessing land 
without permission, or hunting the wildlife (Josefsson 2014; 2008). Repercussions for 
‘illegal’ actions have always been violent on South African farms (Mkhize 2012; Niehaus 
2009; Manby 2002), and with conversions to game farming material and discursive 
exclusion from land seem to have intensified, as have the methods of violence that 
landowners use to protect their properties and assets (Josefsson 2014).  
 
Battlefields and borderlands 
The game farms investigated for this article were allocated to white settlers around the 
turn of the previous century, and have since been used mainly for cattle farming. Over 
time they have been divided or amalgamated into smaller or larger private farms, 
sometimes through sales between landowners, and sometimes due to interventions from 
the State45. They were converted to game farms in the 1980’s and the 1990’s. As part of 
the socio-spatial reconfiguration that followed the farm conversions, the landowners 
 
45 This information was obtained from the records in the Deeds Office in Pietermaritzburg in 2012. 
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make efforts to mimic the rhetoric and appearance of protected areas, but also build on 
local heritage and history. They aspire to create space which encompasses wilderness as 
well as a certain cultural heritage (Josefsson 2014).  
 
In addition to the general imaginings and features of game farms, the specific location 
and histories of the farms intensify the discourse and justification of violence. The game 
farms I researched are located in the former Natal Province, which in 1994 was joined 
with the KwaZulu Bantustan to form the KwaZulu-Natal province in South Africa (see 
map on page 33). Their location, historically and geographically, is important as they are 
near or directly adjacent to the Mzinyathi River, which is central to local narratives of 
boundaries, belonging, and ‘otherness’ (Josefsson 2014). The river served as a border for 
almost 200 years; between settlers and Africans, competing colonial powers, and during 
apartheid between white Natal and African KwaZulu. For many people living in this area, 
the river still holds a powerful meaning as a demarcation between white farmland and 
African communal land. Brooks et al. (2011) for example, refer to the northern parts of 
the Midlands region, where this study is situated, as a ‘frontier area’ (p. 263). 
 
The white-owned farms on the former Natal side of the river are positioned as a frontier 
against various perceived threats, for example illegal activities such as poaching and 
robberies, but also against losing certain identities and rights to belonging (Josefsson 
2014). The idea of the frontier also facilitates the use of violence to protect property: “The 
frontier, which appears as a neutral boundary, serves as a condition of possibility for 
property’s violence, distinguishing and constituting at one and the same time” (Blomley 
2003: 135). I however argue that (the idea of) the frontier serves to protect more than 
property in just its material sense. The landowners have the legal possibility to use 
violence for protection and for ensuring that their rights and access to the property remain 
unchanged. The farms’ boundaries function as their individual frontiers, but together they 
form part of the frontier against disorder, violence, and socio-political change (see 
Blomley 2003).    
 
This area is also part of KwaZulu-Natal’s ‘Battlefields Route’, which gets its name from 
the numerous battlefields sites found here. A substantial tourism industry has developed 
around the battlefields, where tour guides take visitors, many of them foreign, to the 
battlefields, museums, and memorial sites. Several hotels, lodges, and guesthouses in this 
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have names associated with the battles and the wars, such as Fugitives Drift, Rorke’s Drift 
Hotel, and Isandlwana Lodge, and many landmarks are referred to as per their function 
in the wars or the battles. Popular historical accounts tend to focus on military strategy, 
the glory of war, and its heroes and cowards, and display an ambiguous admiration of the 
luck and skills of the enemy (Laband 2008; Guy 1998). 
 
A key figure in the battlefields narratives is the Zulu warrior, portrayed as both violent 
and dangerous and as a skilled warrior to be feared (Laband 2008). This stereotype has 
remained, yet somewhat transformed, in more recent history. For example, the uDlame 
(transition-era political violence, see Kelly 2012) in the 80’s and 90’s was often 
represented in the media as Zulu men carrying ‘cultural’ weapons, and Zuluness was 
depicted as ‘traditional’ and patriarchal (Kelly 2012). Similar traits were also invoked in 
the making of African nationalism and Zulu identities both during and after apartheid 
(Waetjen and Maré 2008). There is still a stereotype of Zulu men as dangerous and 
violent, and this trope feeds the perception of danger and is used to legitimise the role and 
purpose of game farms to maintain the frontier. Even though the formal border of the 
Mzinyathi no longer exists on modern maps, it exists in the local psyche. The farmers on 
the Natal side position themselves as being on the frontier (see Guy 2013: 302-305) and 
living under constant threat of invasion by ‘others’. This is also rooted in fear of the post-
apartheid land reform (Fraser 2008), and on the other hand in fears of crime and targeted 
attacks on white farms (see Kerkvliet 2017). 
 
Spierenburg and Brooks (2014) note that “the conversion to wildlife production in post-
apartheid South Africa achieved what the apartheid government was never able to do – 
that is, to expel black labour tenants from white-owned farmland and created a racially 
purified space” (p. 165). This makes for an interesting parallel to State-protected areas in 
the borderlands of South Africa and its neighbouring countries. Rhino poaching in the 
Kruger National Park has been linked to cross-border activities from Mocambique, which 
has led to intense security measures along the South African – Mocambiquan border 
where “massive tracts of land have been enclosed and consolidated” (Massé and 
Lunstrum 2015: 227) for the protection of wildlife and tourism-related investments. This 
forms a wilderness frontier against poachers and other ‘threats’ that also secures natural 
assets. As a consequence, local communities are subjected to various forms of 
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dispossession (Massé and Lunstrum 2015). Similarly, game farms can function as 
efficient frontiers whilst furthering accumulation of resources for the elites. 
 
The narratives below revolve around violence and the game farms46. As is shown, recent 
events and dynamics are very similar to the apartheid State’s forced removals, and it 
seems as if little has changed in the relationship between landowners and tenants. These 
events bring out tensions and inequalities of gender and race, and also show how 
contestations over power and belonging often take violent forms against both the 
oppressor and the oppressed. 
 
Hard Narratives 
‘Ma Makopane’ and ‘Ma Sibaya’47 work at the taxi rank in Dundee where they sell 
umqombothi (Zulu beer). Up until 1995, they lived as farm dwellers on a farm bordering 
on the Mzinyathi River. There were 11 farm dweller families on the farm. Back then it 
was mainly used for cattle farming, but in the mid-90's it was sold to a new farmer who 
decided to convert the farm into a game farm for trophy hunting purposes. The farm 
dwellers were told that they were no longer allowed to stay there. It was never a matter 
of negotiation; they were simply told to leave. The new owner told them that he had 
“bought the land, not the people” (Interview with Ma Makopane and Ma Sibaya 29 
February 2012) and that soon he would be introducing wildlife. The two women told me 
that they felt scared and powerless; there was nothing they could do. The new owner 
deliberately avoided to discuss the eviction with the adult men in the farm dweller 
families. Also, most of them were living and working in urban areas. Left on the farm 
were women, children, and the elderly, but the farmer’s refusal to discuss the eviction 
with the men was seen as cowardly and disrespectful. When the men heard about this, 
they tried to meet with the farmer to tell him that they would not leave, but he still refused 
to engage with them. Some say that he feared his life would be threatened. 
 
 
46 This is based on ethnographic fieldwork carried out in 2011-2013. 
47 All research participants have been anonymised. Their names are either left out completely, or they 
have been given pseudonyms. The use of the ‘title’ ‘Ma’ for ‘Ma Makopane’ and ‘Ma Sibaya’ is a 
respectful way of addressing middle-aged women.  
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The farm dwellers had heard rumours that they would be evicted during Easter, so the 
night before the Easter weekend in 1995 they decided to sleep outside in the bush, as they 
feared that they would get attacked during the night. Early morning the next day, they 
saw a line of vehicles and men coming down the farm road towards their houses. There 
were trucks, 4x4s, and the previous owner was there riding a motorcycle. The men burst 
into the settlement, chickens and livestock scattered into the bush, and the farm dwellers 
were screaming and running. The previous owner drove his motorcycle through the door 
of a house, shouting at the people inside that they had to get out. The men forced the farm 
dwellers to grab whatever belongings they could carry and climb onto the back of trucks. 
One man drove them towards Wasbank and made them get off on the side of the road 
with their belongings. He gave them plastic tents and some blankets and took off 
(Interview with Ma Makopane and Ma Sibaya 29 February 2012). Ma Sibaya said: 
 
“He left us there by the side of the road. I was so afraid. Men from the area 
came and threatened to take and rape our daughters. I took my children and 
went to Dundee that night to stay with my sister” (Interview 29 February 
2012). 
 
Ma Makopane said: 
 
“One lady was pregnant and went into labour the following night, she had to give 
birth in the church” (Interview 29 February 2012).  
 
Later that day, the farmers torched the farm dwellers houses and celebrated the eviction 
with a braai. News about this braai spread through the nearby areas quickly, and many 
people thought this was cruel. I mention this as I find it striking that the celebration and 
the braai was frowned upon, seemingly more so than the violent and illegal eviction. 
 
From that day Ma Makopane and Ma Sibaya and their families were no longer residents 
of the farm, and they claim they have been followed by bad luck ever since. Some of the 
children died young, and now they cannot bury them on the land where the rest of the 
family is buried. I managed to find Ma Makopane and Ma Sibaya through the wife of a 
pastor that my interpreter ‘Khanda’ and I interviewed. She clearly remembers the eviction 
and the events that followed, including the woman who had to give birth in the church. 
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She told me that some of the farm dwellers took shelter in the church at that time, but she 
has since lost touch with many of them.  
 
A few days earlier, Khanda and I had interviewed a woman, ‘Gogo’48, who lives on a 
koppie (hill) opposite the game farm. In terms of distance from the farm dweller houses 
on the farm, it can be no more than a couple of kilometres, including the steep slopes 
leading down towards the river. She is quite old and has been living in her house for many 
years. She told me that before the wildlife arrived, she and other people living nearby 
would frequently cross the river to go to the trading store on the other side to buy 
groceries. The previous farmer had an arrangement to collect people from the other side 
of the river to take them to the store, but this stopped once wildlife was brought to the 
farm. She told us that from her yard she witnessed the evictions in 1995: 
 
“I saw the trucks and the men and I got very afraid. I thought maybe they will 
come for me too. I was hiding in my house. Later I saw the burning of the 
houses” (Interview with Gogo 15 February 2012). 
 
She also told us about how the river had become an unsafe place for her family and 
neighbours and their cattle. According to her the new owner and one of the neighbouring 
farmers fired shots from their farms across the river. The farmers claimed that the cattle 
had gone over to their game farms, and that poachers cross the river in the same place. 
They were fed up and decided to take action to show that they were “serious” about 
trespassing (Interview with game farmers 7 September 2011 and 3 December 2012).  
 
Something else emerged during the interview. When we first started discussing the 
evictions and we were talking about dates and events, we kept getting confused regarding 
some of the details. It turned out that thirty years earlier she had witnessed the forced 
removals carried out by the apartheid government, when the very same farm was 
subjected to a black spot removal and the African residents were forcibly removed to a 
 
48 ‘Gogo’ is the respectful way of addressing an elderly woman, it also means grandmother in isiZulu. 
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location near Limehill49. Gogo had in fact witnessed both removals. She also knew the 
families that were evicted. On both occasions she was very afraid and feared for her own 
safety and her home. She did not know that the river had been an official border between 
Natal and KwaZulu, and nor did she know why people were forced to leave, other than 
that they were no longer allowed to stay on the farm. She told us that in 1968, the Africans 
that were evicted were also placed on trucks with whatever belongings they could carry. 
Very similar to what happened in 1995. 
 
This was confirmed by the spokesperson of the families that were evicted in 1968. They 
lodged and won a land claim under the land restitution programme, and the farm - by then 
converted to a game farm - has since been transferred to the beneficiaries (Interviews with 
Baba M 7 September 2011, 11 February 2012; 17 July 2012). Gogo did not know that 
they had won the land claim until we told her so, and her reaction to the news was quite 
interesting. She was happy to hear about this and thought that now that Africans and 
people that she knew were in control of the farm, she could start sending her grandchildren 
across the river to the trading store again. She was hoping to resume some of her old 
relationships and have easier access to the facilities on the other side of the river, for 
example the clinic and taxis. It seems as if the change in ownership enabled a renewed 
sense of access and belonging for her in relation to that farm. 
 
The farmer too was subjected to violent repercussions for his actions. Some of the young 
male family members allegedly decided to exert pressure on him, and rumour has it that 
they threatened to kill him if he did not come up with a solution or adequate 
compensation. The farm dwellers also opened a case against him for the illegal eviction 
in 1995 through formalised legal avenues - which was never resolved - but he has since 
given them another farm. Several people, farm dwellers and white farmers, said that the 
farmer himself is rarely seen in town or the surrounding areas these days because he fears 
for his safety. As for the land claim and its outcome, the farmer had to by the ruling of 
the court give up the farm to the claimants. However, restitution only includes the land, 
 
49 Limehill is a relocation settlement for Africans that were evicted from farms by the apartheid government. 
It became a symbol for the devastating consequences of forced removals through the research by Cosmas 
Desmond, see The Discarded People: An account of African resettlement in South Africa and ‘The Crime 
Which Went Away’ (Hemson Mail and Guardian 5 April 2012). 
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and in the case of game farms not the wildlife. Several people50 that I interviewed claimed 
that the farmer ‘went on a shooting spree’ and killed most of the wildlife on the farm 
when the claim was settled. Some say this was out of spite and frustration. I suggest it is 
an act of violence in attempt to reassert the power that he lost, not only in terms of losing 
the farm, but also his position in local power hierarchies. 
 
 
Evicting farm dwellers is in fact illegal as per the Extension of Security Tenure Act of 
1997 (ESTA) which regulates the rights of farm dwellers and workers. ESTA’s purpose 
is to improve livelihood security for farm labourers, and in particular for those living on 
privately owned farms without security of tenure (Hall 2004). Some argue however, that 
the increased rights of farm workers and the added responsibilities on land owners has 
rather escalated labour insecurity and casualisation (Aliber and Cousins 2013; Hall 2004). 
Landowners seem unwilling, for economic reasons or other, to provide employment and 
housing to farm workers and their families, and instead turn to casual labour so as to avoid 
the responsibilities that the ESTA dictates. In addition, the political dynamics of the post-
apartheid land reform has had substantive impacts on the socio-political landscapes of the 
South African farm (Kepe and Hall 2018; Fraser 2008; AFRA 2004). It is against this 
backdrop that the conversion of cattle farms to game farms, and the violence used to 
transform and/or maintain landscapes and power dynamics should be read. 
 
There were other instances where farmers have been subjected to violence. As far as I am 
aware, five farmers have been killed in the area, events that many of the research 
participants referred to as ‘farm murders’. Some (mostly whites) say these were racially 
motivated, others say they were violent robberies that ended in farmers being killed. 
Either way, they form part of the narratives that legitimise processes of securitisation and 
feed discourses of fear. When I asked farmers to reflect on violence and crime as well as 
on the evictions, some expressed remorse regarding how they had treated ‘their workers’ 
in the past. They also explained that people [Africans] on their side of the river help with 
issues of security; they warn the farmers if they spot trespassers, poachers, veld fires or 
 
50 Khanda knew about this, and the land beneficiaries told me about this event. So did some of the 
neighbouring farmers and game farmers, but they referred to this as he hunted or killed his animals. 
‘Shooting spree’ obviously invokes different images than ‘hunting’.  
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other dangers. It thus seems as if the farmers make distinctions between Africans on the 
former Natal side of the river, and Africans on the KwaZulu / Zululand side. This offers 
some insights into how the dynamics of ‘othering’ are played out in relation to farm 
hierarchies. On that note, many African residents on the former Natal side used 
terminology such as the ‘Zulus from Msinga’ or the ‘people that come down from Joburg 
for the weekend’ when we talked about illegal activities happening on and around the 
game farms.  
 
There were also incidents of violence that happened while I was in the field. A poacher 
was shot (it is unclear by whom) when he was spotted with the carcass of a buck he had 
allegedly killed on one of the game farms. He was taken to hospital. On another occasion 
a car driving past the same game farm was shot at from the farm, but I was not able to 
find out why or by whom. No one got hurt in this incident. During one of the field trips 
with Khanda, when we were driving down towards the Mzinyathi River and the trading 
store, we almost crashed with a bakkie (pickup truck) coming from the opposite direction 
at high speed. When we arrived at the trading store we saw women sitting and lying on 
the ground crying, and there was a taxi (minibus) standing on the side of the road with 
bullet holes through the doors. This was on pension day, and the women had been selling 
their goods to people collecting their pensions. On their way home in the taxi, armed men 
blocked the road, shot the vehicle, and robbed the women of their earnings. Some were 
injured, and the bakkie we nearly had an accident with was on its way with the injured to 
the hospital in Dundee. I include these incidents as they took place while I was present. 
On both occasions I was near the locations when they happened, and with the robbery I 
was very shaken by what I witnessed. Khanda, and later others that I told about this, 
brushed it off and ridiculed me for my emotional reaction. This is what made me probe 
further into stories of violence in this area.  
 
Concluding discussion 
The stories I have presented in this article are not unique to game farms. Violence is a 
stark reality in South Africa, and discourses of fear and crime permeate the 
legitimatisation of escalating security measures and excluding practices (Ballard and 
Jones 2014). Yet, those that are most vulnerable to violence live outside the protective 
enclosures, and are also the ones who are excluded from material resources and have 
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limited institutional power. In the game farming context, socio-spatial hierarchies are 
formed around the systematic exclusion of ‘others’, similar to how power dynamics and 
hierarchies are constructed in protected areas (Neumann 2004; Büscher and Ramutsindela 
2015; Massé and Lunstrum 2015), and on South African farms in general (cf. Mtero et al. 
2019; Andrew et al. 2013). Dispossession is enforced through both direct and structural 
forms of violence. On game farms, forced removals and evictions are part of the continued 
dispossession of Africans, but these histories are often obscured in the transformation 
from farm to bush. This is intentional, as landowners wish to create a wilderness free of 
evidence of human activities. These attempts to exclude people and communities from 
history as well as the present refelct the power inequalities between landowner and tenant. 
Violence, either sanctioned by law or illegal, is the means through which this power is 
ultimately expressed.  
 
The areas surrounding the Mzinyathi River have seen conflict, war, and battles for more 
than 200 years. The game farms located here have evolved in this context, and as 
wilderness spaces they are also situated in the politics of the war to protect nature, at least 
discursively. Poachers, trespassers, and criminals are positioned as the enemy. Farmers 
and landowners assume the role as guardians of the frontier and of African wildlife. 
People’s fear of crime also shapes these stereotypes, and some believe crime has become 
more dangerous and violent since the fall of apartheid (see Kerkvliet 2017; Ballard and 
Jones 2011). The uncertain outcome of the post-apartheid land reform is another source 
of insecurity (Fraser 2008). In this context, violence is considered necessary for protection 
of people, wildlife, and property. There is an intricate relationship between history, 
ideology, and identities that support the justification of violence. It is where they converge 
that the web of parallel yet intertwined (hi)stories bound by brutal and tragic violence 
emerge.  
 
The role of wildlife is interesting in the context of violence, belonging, and power. 
Wildlife performs multiple roles on the game farm, which essentially are designed to meet 
the needs and desires of humans. Their functions are largely centred around profitability, 
and claims to belonging (Wels 2015). There are instances where wildlife is valued higher 
than humans. Casual labourers, for example, are repeatedly mistreated and provided with 
little or no security in terms of their positions on the farms. Wildlife may enjoy a more 
secure position in some respects; they are protected, fed, provided with veterinary care 
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and in general looked after and valued. But they are also killed for profit and sport, and 
hence denied all agency. In some respects, labour and wildlife are treated as disposable 
assets, valued only based on their potential contributions to the farm and its powerful 
users. Such relationships are suggestive of both apartheid and colonial relationships 
(Josefsson 2014; Fraser 2007). 
 
There is an increase in the frequency of large-scale, organised violent actions to tackle 
threats to ‘nature’, and perhaps this is exaggerated by sensationalist media coverage. An 
online search for media articles using keywords such as ‘poaching, South Africa, rhinos’, 
generates an overwhelming quantity of results with emotive headlines and gruesome 
images51. Some headlines will capture poachers being killed or arrested, or show new 
technologies and tactics deployed in protected areas. None of this however engages in the 
structural dynamics of violence, nature conservation and dispossession. The deeper 
histories of people and places are left unaccounted for. The categorisation of wildlife as 
either assets or beings with intrinsic value is not problematised, nor is the notion of 
‘poaching’. The few critical voices tend to be those of animal rights advocates raising 
issues around the ethics of trophy-hunting, in the media (e.g. Hance The Guardian 19 
June 2017; Hance The Guardian 27 April 2016; Hart BBC News 1 September 2015). 
There is however a growing body of academic research investigating socio-economic and 
political aspects of trophy-hunting versus poaching that highlight the contradictions, 
complexities, and violence in legal and illegal hunting (see e.g. Lunstrum and Givá 2020, 
Lunstrum 2017; Hübschle 2016; Duffy et al. 2015).  
 
Game farms are also reflective of issues with private property relations. Property owners 
have the right of the law on their side to enforce their rights and take actions, violent or 
otherwise, to protect their properties and assets. The erection of fences and gates, and 
security measures such as perimeter control and armed guards effectively creates a 
boundary for exclusion and inclusion. This becomes a frontier against crime but also 
against socio-political change. Supported by the securitisation trend, landowners seek to 
entrench their control over the landscape, people, and animals, and to maintain identities 
 
51 In the beginning of the research I activated an automated online search function for keywords such as 
‘poaching’, South Africa’, ‘trophy-hunting’, ‘game farms’ et cetera, and my inbox has since been flooded 
with hits generated by this search. Without having organised the results, the headlines that I have captured 
are quite telling.  
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and power hierarchies. When the boundaries and other spatial dynamics are contested – 
and they frequently are – the socio-political fabric of the farming landscape is contested 
too. For example, trespassing is more than just taking a shortcut across a farm, it is also a 
rejection of the legitimacy and meaning of ownership of the land. In some cases 
contestations are very violent, threatening both animals and people. It seems as if violence 
has increased with the arrival of game farming, but also as if this is following the trend 
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Article 4: Deleting history to create heritage: Struggles over 
belonging in the eMakhosini Valley 
 
Abstract 
The eMakhosini Valley in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa is undergoing a transformation 
into a heritage park intended to recreate a 19th-century Zulu landscape. By joining the 
valley to the nearby Ophathe Game Reserve, the approximately 28 000 hectare area is 
envisioned to offer visitors a unique combination of game viewing and Zulu heritage. 
Over the last two centuries, the valley has taken shape as a mesh of privately owned 
farmland, heritage sites, and homes of farm dwellers. The vision of the park however calls 
for a uniform landscape that only contains features of a 19th-century Zulu landscape, such 
as game roaming free, a herd of Nguni cattle, and traditional Zulu homesteads. In the light 
of this, substantial changes are required and anything or anyone that does not fit into this 
vision is being removed or transformed.  
 
In this article I argue that such heritage practices work to negate and obscure other 
histories and belongings in the valley. I also look at how history, heritage, nature and 
culture are constructed to serve interests of the elite, and in support of commoditisation 
of natural and cultural ‘assets’. Of particular interest here are the resident farm dwellers 
and how the development of the park impacts on their lives and livelihoods. They are 
excluded from any involvement in the park because they are seen to clash with the 19th-
century landscape imagery, but also because they are not considered to have stakeholder 
status. They are however contesting that park through various legal and extra-legal 
avenues, and maintain that they have rights to land and belonging in the valley. In 
addition, king Goodwill Zwelithini is planning a land claim in the province, which 
includes parts of the eMakhosini valley, and plans are underway to build another royal 
residence in the heritage park. 
 
This article examines these aspects in relation to heritage creation, the imaginings of place 
and space, and contestations over belonging. Lastly it explores how these dynamics 
intersect with the post-apartheid land reform. 
 
Keywords: heritage, belonging, farm dwellers, KwaZulu-Natal, land reform 
211 
Introduction 
The eMakhosini valley, located near Ulundi in northern KwaZulu-Natal, is known as the 
‘birthplace of the Zulu nation’ as the early ancestors of the Zulu people lived there some 
200 years ago. The well-known king Shaka was born in the valley in 1795, and his father 
as well as earlier Zulu kings are said to be buried there. In the past 200 years the physical 
and social landscape has evolved and changed, alongside the histories and lives of its 
residents. Many of the current places of belonging; farms, homes, burial sites, cattle 
grazing areas, are located within and around the valley. The current residents’ everyday 
lives and livelihoods are structured around access to and the use of these places. In 1998, 
the provincial heritage conservation agency Amafa aKwaZulu Natali (Amafa) launched 
plans to recreate the landscape of 19th-century KwaZulu in the valley, and since then the 
valley is undergoing a transformation into a heritage park intended to preserve and 
promote Zulu heritage (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002). The 
vision for the park requires the removal of that and those in conflict with its specific 
imagery. It is conceptualised in a way that systematically neglect many of the current 
residents, as well as their histories and livelihoods. 
 
It is the resident farm dwellers who are faced with the most severe consequences of this 
approach, and it is their situation that is the focus of this article. In 2014, following the 
re-opening for land restitution and land claims, king Goodwill Zwelithini and the 
Ingonyama Trust52 made known the plans to lodge a land claim on large parts of the 
KwaZulu-Natal province (Siegfried IRIN News 21 August 2014: Online). The claim is 
supposedly for land that belonged to the Zulu kingdom in the early 19th-century. 
Concerns have been raised how this would affect land claims already submitted in that 
area, and that are supposedly in conflict with the king’s claim (Personal communication 
with farm dweller spokesperson 3 October 2014). In addition, king Zwelithini plans to 
build another royal residency in the valley (Hofstatter Sunday Times 6 June 2016: 4) 
These dynamics add to the already tense situation surrounding the heritage park and the 
current contestations over belonging, including the farm dwellers’ own land claims.  
 
 
52 The Ingonyama Trust holds land across the KwaZulu-Natal province that historically has been under 
Zulu rule. Their mandate is to manage the land so that it benefits the tribes and communities that live on 
the land (‘Legislative and Other Mandates’ n.d. Ingonyama Trust: Online). 
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The eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park (hereinafter referred to as the ‘heritage park’ or 
‘the park’) was conceptualised by Amafa, who manage the park in partnership with the 
provincial nature conservation organisation Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife (Ezemvelo). It was 
listed as a priority development in the National Legacy Project by the Department of Arts 
and Culture in 2002, and as such the park forms part of the strategic effort to address past 
biases in the heritage sector (Marschall 2009). According to Amafa and Ezemvelo, the 
heritage park is “the only known example of a combined cultural conservancy and Game 
Reserve in Africa” (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002). By creating 
a landscape that embodies both heritage and game viewing, the park will offer visitors a 
unique insight into what they claim is a ‘real’ or ‘true’ representation of a 19th-century 
Zulu landscape. The plans include linking the valley to the Ophathe Game Reserve 
through a tunnel under the R34, and in its completion the park will cover an area of nearly 
30 000 hectares. It is believed that a park combining both heritage and game viewing will 
create a major tourism drawcard and incite economic development in an otherwise 
impoverished part of KwaZulu-Natal (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 




Figure 5: Map showing the eMakhosini Valley and the heritage park in relation to 
nearby towns and the KwaZulu-Natal province in South Africa 53 
 
Promotional material and planning documents for the park describe the valley as almost 
unchanged since the reign of the old Zulu kings, with a rich cultural ‘asset base’. Local 
communities [Africans] are depicted as being poor and still living ‘traditional’ lives 
(eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002; The Valley of the Kings 
promotional folder n.d.; eMakhosini-Ophathe promotional folder n.d.). Despite these 
attempts to present a uniform landscape with a linear representation of history and 
heritage, the eMakhosini valley is home to a multitude of histories, struggles and people. 
Current occupation and land use in the valley consist of private farmland predominantly 
owned by white farmers, resident farm workers and farm dwellers, a piece of land owned 
by the Dutch Reformed Church, which includes a church building and a large cross on 
top of a hill, small plots of land planned for residential purposes, abandoned homesteads, 
 
53 The ‘mixed use land’ is used in reference to an area in the valley with portions of land under different 
ownership, use and occupation. Some of this land has been targeted for development of the park, but is 
‘contested’ by some stakeholders (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002). 
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a number of memorials sites and heritage monuments, livestock keeping, and a network 
of access routes and different types of fences. As part of the planned merger with the 
Ophathe Game Reserve, Ezemvelo has already re-introduced wildlife into the valley. 
 
The heritage park is however surrounded with contestations and struggles, some of which 
are also part of a national struggle for land and belonging - sometimes channelled through 
the post-apartheid land reform. The farm dwellers are antagonistic towards the park, and 
are challenging the authority of Amafa and Ezemvelo. They have approached the Premier 
of KwaZulu-Natal on a number of occasions regarding their concerns, and regarding the 
fact that the land claims and labour tenant claims, which was lodged years ago, have seen 
very little progress (Interviews with farm dwellers and farm dwellers spokespersons 3 
November 2007; 26 January 2008; 16 October 2013). Other stakeholders, for example 
neighbouring farmers and landowners, who oppose either the park or its management, are 
showing their position by refusing to sell their land or entering partnership agreements 
with Amafa.  
 
The original research54 for this article was conducted in 2007 and 2008, and consisted of 
participant observation, interviews, and site visits, as well as analysing reports, planning 
documents and promotional material. The empirical contributions of this article are based 
on this data. I also took part in activities developed for visitors and tourists in and around 
the park. It became clear in the early stages of the fieldwork that relationships were tense, 
and several stakeholders tried to influence me, for example by offering to trade 
information. At one point I was also threatened, and warned not to cause trouble because 
that “could make my life difficult” (Comment made by Amafa official in our first meeting 
5 September 2007). This made navigating the field challenging, but it also revealed 
insights in terms of the lack of trust and transparency which are part of the dynamics of 
the park. I negotiated access to the park and research participants through different 
avenues. The Association of Rural Advancement (AFRA) put me in contact with a 
 
54 This was carried out for the author’s Master’s thesis ‘Frozen in Time: Conservation, Conflict and 
Constructs of ‘Nature’ and ‘Culture’ in the eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park. (Unpublished Master’s 
thesis) Södertörn University, Stockholm 2008. Appendix H. The fieldwork was funded by the Swedish 
International Development Agency (SIDA) through a Minor Field Study scholarship, with additional 
contributions from SANPAD (grant number 06/32).  
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spokesperson for the farm dwellers. Amafa facilitated access to the heritage park, and 
provided planning documents and promotional material. After the completion of the 
fieldwork I maintained contact with one of the farm dwellers’ spokespersons regarding 
the developments of the park and the (lack of) progress of their land claims. 
 
Historical myth-making, constructs of nature, and spatial purification 
This article is conceptualised around history, heritage, and nature as social constructs, and 
as constructs they change over time alongside changes in political and social discourse. 
Some tend to linger, and are kept alive or are reanimated for political and economic 
purposes. African nature as an untouched wilderness is one, the image of the mighty Zulu 
warrior and the noble savage, is another. These constructs are common for protected areas 
throughout Africa, and have been debated across different academic disciplines. Here I 
build on the works of Guy (1998) and Hamilton (1992), as well as Marschall (2009), for 
a critical reading of the history and heritage represented in the park. Regarding 
complexities of Zulu identities and authenticity, and the notion of one ‘real’ Zulu identity, 
the exhaustive volume Zulu Identities. Being Zulu, Past and Present (Carton, Laband and 
Sithole 2008) has provided several angles of interpretation. I employ the concepts of 
‘third nature’ (Hughes 2005) and ‘enforced primitivism’ (Draper, Spierenburg and Wels 
2004) for analysing how constructs of nature and culture work in congruence with notions 
of ‘spatial purification’ (Sibley 1995 in Spierenburg and Wels 2006). This article further 
adds to the growing field of critical conservation studies, which often address the 
intersections of spatial exclusion, the complexities of ‘communities’ in conservation areas 
and land-use policies (see for example Barrett, Brooks, Josefsson and Zulu 2015).  
 
I first turn to Guy (1998) and his critical examination of the heritage industry:  
 
“It [history] can be used as a balm to the abrasions of contemporary 
existence. Thus the Heritage Industry invokes a sentimentalized past 
which makes bearable a sordid and painful present. Or the anxieties of 
today are treated with a historical fix to create the delusion of an ordered 
past, where men were men, women in their place, and virtue, even if 
unrewarded in this world, was in the next” (Guy 1998:2). 
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The quote needs little unpacking in relation to the heritage park. It is a neatly packaged 
experience of the past which allows the 19th-century Zulu landscape to be consumed 
(Guy 1998). It becomes an attempt to bring calm and order to a socio-political landscape 
that increasingly opens up to voices that question the institutions of power. In this 
simplified and commoditised historical representation, men are indeed allowed to be 
rulers, forefathers, protectors, and warriors (Guy 1998), whereas in contemporary rural 
South Africa, these positions no longer hold the same authority (Dube 2015; Josefsson 
2014; Nadar 2009; Walker 2005; Sideris 2004). Regarding the making of history and 
heritage, Hamilton’s work (1992) and her critique of Cobbing (1983) provides a useful 
frame for comparison (their work deals with constructs of king Shaka and Shakan images 
specifically). Firstly, Cobbing's (1983) argument that South African history has been 
intentionally biased to justify past and present actions and conditions as part of the 
dominant ideology holds some merit. The developments in the eMakhosini valley show 
us how this practice is perpetuated through its narrow representations of history, heritage, 
and identities. Hamilton however warns us that this interpretation is not the only one, and 
just as in the case of the production of Shaka images, there are histories and present 
struggles in the valley that we should not ignore, because: "[t]he struggle between 
dominant and subordinate histories and ideologies are part of each one's raison d'etre" 
(Hamilton 1992:63). Cobbing criticises the colonial image of king Shaka as an evil 
despot, which served a political purpose, namely to draw attention away from the 
destructiveness of white imperialism (Cobbing 1983). Hamilton points out that Cobbing 
perpetuates "past historical myth-making processes" (1992:38) by replacing one history 
with another, and thereby negating the complexities of both colonial and African voices.  
 
Her caveat applies to the eMakhosini valley as well. Here historical myth-making is 
enabled through the creation of heritage and the deliberate obfuscation of ‘other’ histories. 
Real Zulu culture, of which Shaka and his predecessors form a vital part, was at its peak 
in the 19th-century, according to Amafa, and it is this particular version of Zuluness that 
the heritage park will display. The phenomenon that Hamilton (1992) criticises is taken 
to an extreme because of the efforts made by Amafa to purify the valley, for example 
through their attempts to evict some of its residents. The rigid and simplified 
representations of history and heritage do not invite critical engagement, but rather 
perpetuate stereotypes upon which elites can entrench their positions. These stereotypes 
are for example built on settler accounts reflecting (mis)interpretations of African cultures 
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as homogenic and barbaric (Martens 2008), colonial identity-making and imperial 
nostalgia (Cobbing 1983; Guy 1998), historical myth-making (as discussed above), 
romanticised and commoditised images of the Zulu warrior (Laband 2008, Bunn 1996), 
and the African nationalism and Zulu identity-making generated during- and post-
apartheid (Waetjen and Maré 2008; Dlamini 2008). 
 
Being in a position of power means the ability to have access to, and to control and 
influence material resources as well as policy and discourse (Peluso and Ribot 2020). The 
events and politics surrounding the heritage park are also reflective of such expressions 
of power, where several powerful stakeholders are pursuing their interests, which more 
or less work against the interest of other stakeholder groups with notably less resources 
and abilities to influence the future of the valley. The first group supports the simplified 
historical representation envisioned for the heritage park, and some of those stakeholders, 
like Amafa and the royal family, actively shape this narrative. Their ability to do so puts 
them in a powerful position, as they also have access to other resources such as land, 
wealth, and socio-political status. Further, in addition to Amafa and the Zulu royal family, 
this elite consists of other political leaders, private landowners, the Dutch Reformed 
Church, Ezemvelo, and the local tourism industry. The resident farm dwellers and the 
farm dwellers who have already relocated are far less powerful as a stakeholder group, 
but they nonetheless challenge the agenda of the elite, using both institutional and extra-
legal means of resistance (discussed below).  
 
To further understand how heritage, nature and wilderness work together in the park, 
Hughes’ (2005:157) concept ‘third nature’ offers helpful insights. Just like in the making 
of third nature, the desire to preserve nature and heritage in the eMakhosini valley is 
envisioned through both space and time. The stakeholders behind this process (Amafa, 
Ezemvelo, landowners, et cetera) rely on imagining something that was in the past, and 
that can be again in the future. The conflict, as they see it, between contemporary culture 
and pristine nature is resolved through spatial purification (cf. Sibley 1988), aimed at 
(re)producing an imagined static landscape which enables the presentation of harmony 
between nature and culture. This binary of nature versus culture “two all-encompassing 
and mutually exclusive kinds of things” (Whatmore 1999:4) has shaped the imagery of 
African wilderness and protected areas since the early 19th-century (Brooks 2005), and 
assumes an unavoidable contradiction between the ‘wild’ and ‘pristine’, and the 
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‘civilised’. Third nature (Hughes 2005) offers a solution. It captures the potential of what 
could be, a more desirable state than the current, but it is conditional in the way it is 
imagined. In other words, it requires humans to act (or not to act) in order to harness its 
potential, as an ideal but also as a profitable resource, but in the end it always remains 
imagined. In the heritage park, these imaginings span across time both into the past and 
into the future. The potential of it being a ‘big five’ reserve one day, stretching across the 
African landscape and joining other conservation areas, paints a familiar picture of 
uninterrupted pristine wilderness (cf. Brooks 2005, Hughes 2005, Draper et al. 2004; 
Neumann 1998). The practical implications are seen in the planning documents for the 
park (see below) and in how Amafa and also Ezemvelo and the royal family are treating 
the farm dwellers in the valley. It is important to remember that there are real attempts by 
park management to transform the vision into reality, which severely affects people who 
are already marginalised by past and present socio-economic politics.  
 
The park is however not completely de-historicised and ‘naturalised’. Instead its history 
is reshaped by nostalgia over a better or simpler past (Guy 1998, also see Brooks 2005 
regarding the reshaping of the Hluhluwe-Umfolozi Game Reserve), which dictates 
identities and belonging and excludes anything that falls outside of its framework. 
Embedded in this lie the problematic consequences this has for people. Any human 
presence is essentially categorised into being part users or consumers, or performing a 
role that fits the prescribed cultural representation, which is also consumed. In this case 
the latter have to ‘belong’ in the 19th-century. Draper et al. (2004), inspired by McNeely 
and Pitt (1985) and Neumann (1998), refer to this phenomenon and its consequences as 
‘enforced primitivism’. Natives are allowed if they remain in the past. If they are too 
modern, they no longer belong. It is however more complex than just race or ethnicity. 
Socio-economic status matters as well. No doubt Africans are welcome as for example 
paying tourists and investors, in other words, as part of the elite.  
 
Further, the idea of the 19th-century Zulu landscape’s profitability as a tourist destination 
can also be read through Urry’s (2002) concept the ‘tourist gaze’. The tourist gaze, just 
as third nature, is constructed around anticipations and fantasies of a set of features 
associated with a certain place and space. It is assumed that tourists visiting the heritage 
park will expect very specific experiences and images, for example stereotypical 
representations of African wilderness landscapes and traditional, unchanged Zulu culture. 
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Anything that disrupts or contradicts these will have a negative impact on their experience 
(eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002: iii). The farm dwellers; their 
homes, their livelihoods, and the way they live their lives, are considered by park 
management to jeopardise the park as a tourist attraction (Interview with Amafa 
representative 5 November 2007). It is however quite clear that it is park management 
who assumes what tourists desire when they visit the park. This assumption is also part 
of Amafa’s imaginings of the heritage park.  
 
Bruner and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1994) provide a useful comparison in this regard. In 
their examination of ‘tourist realism in East Africa’ they argue that “Tourism gives 
tribalism and colonialism a second life by bringing them back as representations of 
themselves and circulating them within an economy of performance” (p. 345). Using 
Mayers Ranch in Kenya as a case study they analyse how the tourist experience .is tailored 
to both showcase ‘wild’ Africa and offer Western, civilised comfort. There tourists 
experience a performance of Maasai culture (including for example dancing) followed by 
tea served in the garden. ‘Africa’ can be experienced in a comfortable and ‘civilised’ 
setting. The distinction itself between nature versus culture becomes a commodified 
tourist experience (also see Mhiripiri 2009). The Africans performing Maasai culture 
wear traditional clothing, the men carry and display weapons, the women carry children 
and abundant earrings, bracelets, and other ornaments (Bruner and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 
1994). In contrast, the Africans serving tea in the garden wear attire typical of domestic 
workers - white chef’s hats and aprons (Ibid p. 453). The identities that are performed are 
stereotypical and colonial (cf. Josefsson 2013). Should the heritage park be realised the 
way its managers want it to be, the similarities with Mayers Ranch are striking. The 
different zones (discussed below) present similar contrasts of comfort / civilised and wild 
/ African.  
 
The making of heritage and nature 
 
“The vision for the eMakhosini Ophathe Heritage Park is to recreate the 
cultural and natural landscape of 19th century KwaZulu-Natal, as far as 
possible, so as to become a premier tourist attraction of world class that 
operates on a sustainable basis and generates a flow of benefits for local 
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communities” (eMakhosini Ophathe Heritage Park information folder n.d. 
front page). 
 
The primary justification for establishing the park is to create a tourist attraction that 
brings development and economic growth to the region. The valley is said to possess 
certain unique qualities, of which its natural 19th century environment is the most 
significant (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002: iii-vi, 5-6). It is 
further aimed at contributing to biodiversity conservation, sustaining traditional Nguni 
cattle herding practices, and providing sustainable eco-tourism (eMakhosini-Ophathe 
Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002: 5-6; Amafa representative 5 November 2007; 
Ezemvelo representative 14 December 2007).  
 
The visitor experience starts at the Multi Media centre at the main entrance of the park. It 
is located close to the restored homestead of king Dingane and the grave of king 
Nkosinkulu. Since it is vital that the park’s attributes are as far as possible ‘true’ 
representations of the valley in the 19th-century, and as such the Multi Media centre has 
been designed to not appear as too disruptive to the landscape (Amafa representative 5 
November 2007). It was completed and opened in 2009 by king Goodwill Zwelithini, 
who also was present at the launch of the park in 1998. As a R20 million project (Amafa 
12 February 2008), the centre offers interactive multimedia tools, where visitors can 
explore the heritage, history, and archaeology of the valley. The Hall of the Kings 
museum takes the visitor through the histories of the ancient Zulu kings, using tapestries, 
video clips in English and isiZulu, as well as other media to depict Zulu heritage. 
 
The vision of the park unfolds itself further: 
 
“This history-rich region has remained a special and sacred place for Zulu 
people with the historic sites and royal graves largely unchanged since the 19th 
century. There is now an imaginative and sustained project to restore and 
develop the cradle of the Zulu nation to provide economic upliftment for the 
people of this impoverished rural area – and to be a major tourist drawcard” 
(eMakhosini Ophathe Heritage Park promotional folder n.d. p. 5). 
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The emphasis is on enhancing the features of the valley that have remained unchanged 
for the past 200 years, as well as the aspects of Zulu heritage that are considered highly 
attractive and marketable. This includes for example the graves of early Zulu kings and 
king Dingane’s homestead uMgungundlovu. Planned to incorporate five different zones 
with various degrees of natural and modern influences, the park appears a carefully 
planned and managed space, where each zone addresses a specific tourist need. The 
‘largely unmodified zone’ offers the near-wilderness experience with the current 
landscape essentially left untouched. Minor structures are visible, but there is no access 
for public vehicles, and any development is carefully controlled. Development in the 
second zone is of low key and this ‘partly modified zone’ is kept undisturbed enough to 
offer a ‘nature experience’, but with some recreational and management structures. The 
‘moderate density zone’ contains natural areas as well as modern facilities such as bush 
camps, hides and picnic sites, and may allow for the use of alien plants (why there would 
be a need or use for alien plants is not explained). Although made for comfort, the 
facilities in this zone must be designed to form part of the natural landscape. The ‘special 
zone’ is mentioned in the strategic plan as “a contested area on the eastern edge of the 
park” (part of Ophathe Game Reserve), which by way of concession allows for hunting 
(eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002: 10-12). Protected areas 
generally do not allow for hunting, and this is yet to be resolved if the plans to apply for 
World Heritage Status are taken further55. The ‘rural zone’ lies outside the park and offers 
a countryside experience, with a mix of farmland and settlements. The Strategic Plan 
(2002: 12) suggests that the rural zone could be developed as community-conservation 
areas or biosphere reserve, with “appropriately zoned pockets of low-key, facility-based 
recreational development”. 
 
A number of ‘development nodes’ are also planned for the park with hotels, swimming 
pools, playgrounds and restaurants. Here the tourist can safely and comfortably enjoy 
African nature, although frequent and human and mechanical sounds can be expected 
(eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002: 7, 17; The Valley of the Kings 
promotional folder n.d. p. 5). The detailed planning may seem contradictory to the notion 
of an untouched landscape, but it is rather common for protected areas. Careful 
 
55 World Heritage Status will be applied for in ‘due course’ (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic 
Plan 2002) and a preliminary site visit and assessment from UNESCO has taken place (Interview with 
Amafa representative 5 November 2007). 
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management is necessary to maintain a sense of authenticity without compromising the 
tourists’ need for comfort. A carefully managed space also allows for control and 
monitoring of both people and activities. 
 
Coming from Melmoth on the R66 and before reaching the entrance to the heritage park, 
the Spirit of the eMakhosini Monument becomes visible on a hilltop overlooking the 
valley. This particular monument was unveiled in 2003 and is considered a ‘key catalytic 
project’ for the park, and both its design and location are designed to attract visitors 
(Interview with Amafa representative 5 November 2007; Marschall 2009). It was 
intentionally made to look ‘Afrocentric’ and not ‘Eurocentric’, as a typical European-
style monument would be a standing man holding arms. Instead an ukhamba (traditional 
Zulu beer pot) was chosen, as a more true representation of Zulu heritage (Interview with 
Amafa representative 5 November 2007). It is surrounded by seven different animal 
horns, representing the seven Zulu kings that are buried in the valley. A small path leads 
up to the monument from the parking area, and from there the visitor is accompanied by 
a guide who tells the story of the valley and its heritage. Another key feature is the view 
from the monument, which is a dedicated lookout point with plaques and interpretative 
signage that point out important heritage sites. 
 
Sabine Marschall (2009:310-312) describes this monument as an attempt to ‘bridge the 
gap’ between tangible and intangible heritage. The purpose is to address the 
underrepresentation of heritage of marginalised communities, and to display something 
that appeals to tourists. ‘Intangible heritage’ is what we often associate with African 
heritage, for example oral traditions, memory, and traditional customs (Ibid p. 310). The 
Heritage Resources Act of 1999 promotes these types of initiatives which is clearly 
reflected in the park’s discourse (Interview with Amafa representative 5 September 2007; 
eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002; Marschall 2009). In line with 
Guy’s (1998) critique of the heritage industry, and Laband’s (2008) rebuke of the 
romanticised and commoditised image of the Zulu warrior, Marschall (2009) suggests 
that the heritage park can be read as:  
 
“...an attempt to reconstruct an entire cultural landscape and recreate a past era 
of lost glory, not least for the sake of capturing the imagination of tourists and 
223 
fostering their fantasies about encountering the ‘authentic’ historical traces of 
the mighty Zulu nation” (Marschall 2009: 314). 
 
The preservation of voortrekker (Dutch settlers who migrated beyond British rule) 
monuments, boer (Dutch settler farmer) farms, and memorial sites for those who died in 
battle, like the Piet Retief monument, are considered integral to the heritage of the valley. 
So are the graves of the seven Zulu kings (Nkosinkulu, Zulu, Phunga, Mageba, Ndaba, 
Jama and Senzagakhona). Their locations, however, are debated, and not as precise as 
Amafa claims (personal communication with Jeff Guy 10 November 2007). Nonetheless 
the graves are presented as verified facts in the park’s planning and promotional 
documents, as well as in its narrative. In that sense they are used to support the view that 
the park is essential for heritage conservation. By being assigned certain locations, they 
can be visited and viewed so as to meet the need for tangible and visible monuments (cf. 
Marschall 2009). 
 
Although private investors and local communities are invited to form partnerships with 
the park, park management is wary of how this might affect the ‘natural asset base’56. As 
there is “history behind every bush” (Amafa representative 5 November 2007) any 
development must follow the guidelines that are outlined in the Strategic Plan and the 
natural lines of the landscape (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002: 
14-17). Much of the valley is already in its desired state, and any new development or 
ongoing modern activities are viewed as potential disturbances. To deal with this, the 
contract arrangements for partnerships include certain critical constraints. For example, 
“[n]on-cessation of practices which conflict with EHP mission, objectives or plans, or 
retention of rights to execute similar activities” (Ibid pp. 23-24) and “decisions and 
activities that conflict directly with principles and philosophies of the park” (Ibid 
Annexure 2 pp. 44-45). Basically, and as mentioned above, anything that disrupts the park 
in any way is a possible breach of the contract agreement. Several neighbouring 
landowners expressed frustration over the ‘too strict’ guidelines for forming partnerships 
with Amafa, and they were hesitant and even unwilling to sell or incorporate their land in 
 
56 The ‘asset base’ consists of physical features, such as heritage sites and the local ecology, e.g. black 
rhino habitat, as well as cultural features, and this is very the ‘local communities’ come in (eMakhosini-
Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002; eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park promotional folder n.d.).  
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the park (Interviews with neighbouring land owners December 4, 13, and 14 2007; 29 
January 2008). 
 
In terms of the conservation of natural assets in the park, they valley and the Ophathe 
Game Reserve contain wide-ranging biodiversity, much due to its altitudinal variation 
and geology. In its entirety, it is also large enough to host ‘the big five’ (‘eMakhosini 
Ophathe Heritage Park’ n.d. Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife: Online). As already mentioned, 
Ezemvelo introduced wildlife into the valley several years ago, including giraffe, zebra, 
kudu, and impala. Other species already occurred here, for example serval, hyena, 
leopard, and reedbuck (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002). Plans 
also include the restoration of indigenous vegetation, and restocking of the larger, less 
docile wildlife species. In 2001 an agreement was reached between Amafa and Ezemvelo 
to develop the Ophathe Game Reserve in conjunction with the heritage park, an 
agreement that also includes a portion of land owned by the Ingonyama Trust 
(‘eMakhosini Ophathe Heritage Park’ n.d. Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife: Online; Sosibo Mail 
and Guardian 19 September 2014). 
 
The game reserve was proclaimed in 1991, initially to serve as a Black Rhino sanctuary, 
and there are also global conservation interests at stake. The World Wildlife Fund’s 
(WWF) Black Rhino Range Expansion Project has earmarked the heritage park as a future 
site. The project aims to increase the population of this critically endangered species 
through partnerships with conservation organisations and landowners that have access to 
suitable black rhino habitat (‘Black Rhino Range Expansion Project’ n.d. WWF South 
Africa: Online). All of which means that the introduction of black rhinos is backed by 
large players in the conservation industry. A presence of black rhino, if or once the game 
reserve and the valley are joined, will undoubtedly compromise the circumstances for 
human settlement and farming in the valley, and this has been a source for conflict for 
several years. According to spokespersons for the farm dwellers, some families left their 
homes (out of fear) when Amafa told them that black rhinos were going to be brought in 
(Interview with farm dweller representative 3 November 2007). They have reported 
several problems with disease transfer from the wildlife to their livestock, as well as 
contaminated water, destruction of crops, and restricted mobility due to new fencing. 
Ezemvelo, in agreement with Amafa, started reintroducing wildlife without consulting or 
informing the farm dwellers. On a number of occasions they have called for meetings 
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with Ezemvelo to discuss these issues, but Ezemvelo has repeatedly declined or failed to 
show up (Farm dweller spokesperson at meeting with the farm dwellers 3 November 
2007; farm dweller spokesperson 26 January 2008; also see Sosibo Mail and Guardian 
19 September 2014). 
 
In addition, it seems as if the idea to link the heritage park to other conservation areas is 
already underway. In 2014, Ezemvelo and the South African Hunters and Game 
Conservation Association (SAHGCA) started developing the Greater uMfolozi 
Biodiversity Economy Node (BEN). The focus of BENs is to utilise wildlife and promote 
conservation in a manner that drives economic development and also supports 
environmental objectives (Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife and SAHGCA 2015). In this 
particular BEN, the heritage park and the Hluhluwe-Umfolozi Park constitute the core 
areas, and will be linked to private reserves and game farms, stewardship sites, and 
communal land to form a 150 000 ha network of land for conservation purposes. Its 
discourse is similar to that of the heritage park, it speaks about the urgency of species and 
habitat loss, and the limited alternative land-use options in impoverished rural area - other 
than conservation - as well as the profitability in combining nature conservation and Zulu 
cultural heritage (Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife and SAHGCA 2015). 
 
Imposing identities 
It is not only the landscape and the heritage assets that require careful planning and 
monitoring. It is implied that local communities too must be protected against insensitive 
development: 
 
“Poor, rural communities have one major resource: their past and present 
culture. Development of these attractions, in partnerships with communities, 
government and the private sector is thus an ideal way of uplifting and 
empowering people without displacing them or disturbing their traditional 





“The inhabitants of the area adjacent to the eMakhosini live in conditions of 
great poverty and severe economic depression. There are few or no 
employment opportunities and the land, owing to over-crowding and over-
grazing, is severely degraded” (The Valley of the Kings promotional folder 
n.d. p. 7). 
 
The term ‘local communities’ is used in reference to Africans living in and adjacent to 
the valley. The use of such categorisations of people in wilderness areas is common and 
often problematic. We are presented with a picture of poor, rural people who live in 
despair, and require help to overcome their hardships. Any development brought to them 
must however be done sensitively so that they can maintain their ‘traditional’ way of life, 
and not change their ‘past and present culture’. Not far from being patronising, statements 
like these contribute to the stereotypical image of African people as poor, undeveloped, 
and fixed in a time of traditional values and lifestyles. Their participation in the park is 
designed around such stereotypical identities (see Mhirpiri 2009). They are expected to 
perform roles where they sell traditional crafts, farm Nguni cattle, or supply produce to 
lodges. Any initiatives to provide so-called cultural experiences for the tourists, for 
example dance performances, which park management foresees will emerge, have to take 
place outside the park so as to not disturb the heritage experience (Interview with Amafa 
representative 5 November 2007). Within the confines of the park, Africans can only 
share the part of their heritage that is consistent with 19th-century ‘Zuluness’, and there 
is no consideration of any forms of participation that fall outside the stereotypical image 
of ‘real’ Zulu culture. 
 
From the viewpoint of other stakeholders, including park management, the farm dwellers 
are not recognised as stakeholders despite the fact that the completion of the park would 
require them to relocate against their will, and that their rights are to some extent 
recognised by the law (Interview with farm dwellers 3 November 2007; 26 January 2008; 
Sosibo Mail and Guardian 19 September 2014). They have a long-standing relationship 
to the land, they identify as Zulu, and much of their lives and livelihoods revolve around 
the land and the valley. Some of them are former labour tenants that were evicted from 
farms after the abolition of labour tenancy in the early 1970s (see Surplus People Project 
1984). Others were relocated to settlements in and nearby the valley after being forcibly 
removed from their homes by white farmers or the apartheid government in the 1950s 
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and 1960s (Surplus People Project 1984). The Makhosini relocation settlement, located 
next to the R34 towards Vryheid, was developed on Trust land57 to host surplus farm 
labour in the Babanango and Melmoth area. Farm workers that were evicted from white 
farms in the Melmoth area were the first to relocate there. This took place before the 1967 
government regulated mass removals, and the number of households continued to grow 
as people left or were evicted from neighbouring farms (Surplus People Project 1984). 
This history of displacement and subsequent mobilities has shaped the social dynamics 
and patterns of belonging in and around the valley, and people have since formed 
relationships across settlement and farm boundaries (Interviews with farm dwellers and 
farm dwellers spokesperson 3 November 2007; 26 January 2008). 
 
The farm dwellers that are fighting the development of the heritage park refer to 
themselves as the people of Babanango or the Qanqatho community. They are about 30 
families that live on farms that have or are planned to be incorporated into the park. After 
Amafa had started buying land in the valley, rumours started circulating that a park was 
planned. This is how the farm dwellers first heard about the park, they were never 
consulted or officially informed (Interview with farm dweller 3 November 2007). This 
has caused a lot of tension in their relationship with Amafa, which was made worse when 
they were finally approached by Amafa, and told that they must leave.  
 
“We are not going anywhere...Like everyone else we like progress, we like 
growth, we like development, we like civilization. Maybe we are prepared to 
work with Amafa if they are willing to change or if someone else stepped in. 
We like this place and we do not want to leave, we are simply ordinary people” 
(Farm dweller spokesperson at meeting with the farm dwellers 26 January 
2008). 
 
13 families have relocated due to the park (Sosibo Mail and Guardian 19 September 
2014), and there are different accounts as to why and how this happened. Some left out 
of fear of or problems with wildlife, some claim they were subjected to intimidation from 
Amafa, others left simply because they were told to leave when the farms they lived on 
 
57 Land acquired by the State under the 1936 Native Trust and Land Act in order to add further land to the 
reserves, which became the apartheid-era homelands. 
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were sold (Farm dweller representative 3 November 2007; Sosibo Mail and Guardian 19 
September 2014). According to Amafa, those how left did so after receiving 
compensation for relocating, and they left voluntarily (Interview with Amafa 
representative 5 November 2007). A spokesperson for the farm dwellers however claim 
that some families that left want to come back, as the compensation was not what they 
were promised (Interviews with farm dweller spokesperson 3 November 2007; 26 January 
2008; Sosibo Mail and Guardian 19 September 2014). The compensation was paid out 
in cash in small denominations, allegedly to make the recipients believe that the sum was 
larger than it actually was (Interview with farm dwellers 3 November 2007; 26 January 
2008, Hofstatter Sunday Times 5 June 2016: 4).  
 
Still, several families remain in the valley and they are united against relocating. In the 
beginning - once they eventually found out about the park - the Qanqatho community 
were willing to listen to what Amafa had to say, and they were hoping they could benefit 
from the park somehow. But this soon changed once they realised that Amafa did not 
want them there.  
 
“Now there is so much legislation, so many rules, we are oppressed. Now it is 
time for them [Amafa] to go, we don’t want the park anymore” (Farm dweller 
spokesperson 26 January 2008). 
 
The Qanqatho community is engaged in two parallel legal processes; for land restitution 
and for land tenure. The outcomes of their claims will affect circa 400 people. In order to 
formalise their position and prevent further dispossession, they are claiming Labour 
Tenant status, which would provide legal protection against relocation under the Land 
Reform (Labour Tenant) Act 3 of 1996 (farm dweller spokesperson 26 January 2008). 
This Act was passed to ensure secure tenure or equal compensation for those that have 
insecure tenure due to discriminatory past laws, like the 1936 Native Trust and Land Act 
(Hornby 2015). They have also submitted Land Claims as they believe that the land they 
reside on is rightfully theirs. If they were to be granted Labour Tenant status, the law 
prohibits eviction while a Land Claim is pending. So if the Land Claims are unsuccessful, 
they could be relocated but only if the relocation means that they are the same or better 
off, provided they have formal Labour Tenant status (Interview with farm dweller 
spokesperson 3 November 2007; 30 April 2008). It is however clear that for the farm 
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dwellers, this is about more than access to land and tenure security. During a group 
interview with the farm dwellers, an elderly man stood up and said:  
 
“This is about justice. People lost their land through the barrel of a gun; it was 
and is oppression. This can’t be solved through a check book or court cases” 
(26 November 2007). 
 
There are contradicting views as to when the land claims were lodged. One claimant, for 
example, submitted his land claim in 1995, but the farmer has since sold the land to 
Amafa. A representative for the Department of Rural Development and Land Reform 
(previously the Department of Land Affairs) admitted that some of the claims on farms 
in the eMakhosini valley had been lost and were not gazetted, but that they were 
eventually found (Interview with Land Affairs representative 27 November 2007; cf. 
Brooks and Kjelstrup 2014: 239). To date none of the claims have been resolved and they 
are still in the research stages (Personal communication with farm dweller spokesperson 
5 March 2015; Hofstatter Sunday Times 5 June 2016: 4; Sosibo Mail and Guardian 19 
September 2014). The claims include the two farms targeted for the new royal residence. 
The royal family is very critical of the Qanqatho community’s land claims, and have told 
the farm dwellers that they have no right to the land (Personal communication with farm 
dweller spokesperson March 2015; also see Hofstatter Sunday Times 5 June 2016: 4).  
 
Park management is of the opinion that the farm dwellers do not qualify for labour tenant 
status, and that they have any ownership or tenure rights in the valley. But as a proposed 
solution, Amafa has bought a farm outside the valley which they have offered as 
compensation to the farm dwellers if they relocate, and that this deal would include 
security of tenure. Sosibo (2014) writes that the promised tenure rights are non-
transferable and only valid for one generation (Mail and Guardian 19 September 2014). 
In other words, the tenure rights cannot be inherited if for example the tenure holder 
passes away. If this is the case, the ‘security’ of tenure is very questionable. Part of this 
farm would also be incorporated in the park, and this part contains a number of 
homesteads which would have to be removed before this can happen (eMakhosini-
Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002). Since the Strategic Plan was adopted, the 
farm has been purchased by Amafa, but it is unclear what will happen to the farm dweller 
families living there. 
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According to Amafa, some farm dweller families are positive towards relocating to the 
new farm, but that there are individuals within the community are agitating the others 
(Interview with Amafa representative 5 November 2007). Amafa also claims that the 
Qanqatho community are guilty of illegal activities, such as having more cattle than 
allowed, grazing outside designated areas, cutting fences, threatening park staff, and 
illegal harvesting and poaching. Apparently this would be reason enough for ‘legal’ 
evictions (Interview with Amafa representative 5 November 2007). The farm dwellers 
admit to cutting fences to protest against the park, but also explained that fences are being 
erected without their consent or consultation. The fences cut off their transport routes, 
and the land allocated for grazing their cattle is not enough, especially when livestock 
numbers grow. They also admit to having chased away park staff and construction 
workers. Some of the farm dwellers have been prosecuted for various illegal activities. 
For example, in early 2008, a number of women were arrested for illegal harvesting when 
collecting firewood. This incident put additional strain on the relationship, as it was 
perceived as an attempt by the Amafa to intimidate the Qanqatho community (Interview 
with farm dweller spokesperson 26 January 2008). A report from the Department of Rural 
Development and Land Reform states that: 
 
“The allegedly draconian changes that had been introduced by Heritage KZN 
[Amafa] around prohibitions to collect firewood and thatch grass and also to 
build new homesteads came too late to have diminished labour tenancy 
relationship and has in fact left the essential labour tenancy rights (cropping, 
grazing and residence) intact”. (Department of Land Affairs 2005: 2) 
 
In the interviews with Amafa, Ezemvelo, neighbouring landowners, and people in the 
tourism sector, the Qanqatho community were often referred to as ‘trouble-makers’ and 
‘poachers’, and they were described as ‘narrow-minded and difficult’, or ‘impossible to 
negotiate with’. The general perception amongst these groups is that the farm dwellers 
know very little of the park, and if they had ‘all the facts’ and understood them ‘properly’, 
their attitudes would change (Interviews with Amafa representative 5 November 2007; 
Ezemvelo representative 13 December 2007; Neighbouring landowners 14 December 
2007). This perception is not uncommon in the power dynamics of protected areas: 
“[c]entral in the representation of ‘local communities’ by these authorities is the idea that 
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the Others (that is, the communities) should become aware of their role and function in 
nature conservation policies” (Draper et al. 2004: 349). In this case the expectation is that 
‘local communities’ should either enact imagined roles from the past, or not be present at 
all. This is a form of naturalisation and objectification of the other, which is entrenched 
through a discourse of distance or exclusion (Draper et al. 2004). In the heritage park, 
Africans are either objects - and not participants - in the landscape and the heritage 
experience, or not part of it at all. The Qanqatho community falls into the second group, 
as from park management’s view, the presence of farm dwellers is one of the major 
obstacles standing in the way of the park’s completion (with Amafa representative 
November 2007; Ezemvelo representative 13 December 2007).  
 
In the light of these attitudes it is important to mention a few examples of what the 
heritage landscape would translate to in practice. Especially since Amafa has clearly 
stated that there cannot be people living inside the park. There is a school located in the 
valley on a portion of land owned by the Dutch Reformed Church, which is close to the 
Multi Media centre. This is considered problematic as there will be “an inevitable clash 
between third world kids and tourists” (Amafa representative 5 November 2007). 
Children walking to school wearing their school uniforms are not compatible with the 
image of a 19th century Zulu landscape: “[t]ourists do not want to see poor kids asking 
for money” (Amafa representative 5 November 2007). Visible modern-day activities, for 
example people wearing jeans and driving tractors, is a concern as this too would disturb 
the visitor experience (Amafa representative 5 November 2007). This makes for an 
interesting contradiction to the statement in the strategic plan that people will be uplifted 
and empowered without being displaced (eMakhosini-Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic 
Plan 2002: 7). The histories and livelihoods of the farm dwellers are rejected by Amafa 
and other stakeholders, and their claim for land rights and stakeholder status are 
considered invalid. The options for ‘local communities’ to be included in park are very 
limited, and require either measures that restrict their visibility, or the performance of 
cultural stereotypes as prescribed in the vision of the park and the heritage landscape. The 
people living in the valley are perceived to clash with the notion of a landscape that 
represents Zulu heritage, and the desire to commoditise this ‘asset’. 
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A royal land claim  
The Restitution of Land Rights Amendment Act of 2014 re-opened the process of 
submitting land claims and allows for claims from people who were dispossessed prior 
the infamous Natives Land Act of 1913. The previous Act closed for claims in 1998 and 
only dealt with dispossessions after 1913. Land organisations such as AFRA and the Land 
Access Movement of SA, as well as several communal property associations have 
expressed concerns that the reopening of land claims will cause further delays to the many 
outstanding claims countrywide (see Hall 2007). Considering the “frustratingly slow” 
(Ntsebeza and Hall 2007:9) pace of the land reform these concerns seem reasonable. 
Another possible consequence is that new claims will compete with claims lodged before 
the previous deadline, thereby adding strain to an already poorly functioning system 
(Sidimba Sowetan Live 3 October 2015; Ntuli The Mercury 7 July 2014). There is little 
in the 2014 Act that offers protection for claims lodged before the 1998 deadline. 
However, as of July 2016 the Constitutional Court has put claims lodged after 2014 ‘on 
ice’ and interdicted any further claims (PLAAS 2016; Padayachee The Mercury 29 July 
2016). As such there is limited evidence how the re-opening of land claims and the claims 
submitted during the past two years – as well as the current interdict - will play out in the 
greater context of the post-apartheid land reform. The consequences for claimants who 
are still waiting for the outcomes of their claims are still uncertain. 
 
For the Qanqatho community, who have been waiting for their claims to be processed for 
more than 15 years, the news of king Goodwill Zwelithini’s planned land claim and his 
plans to build another palace in the valley, adds to their precarious situation. These plans 
affect two of the farms for which members of the Qanqatho community have lodged land 
claims (Hofstatter Sunday Times 6 June 2014: 4). They, as so many other claimants, fear 
that their claims will be obscured or even discarded in favour of new claims (Personal 
communication with farm dweller spokesperson 3 October 2014; Siegfried IRIN News 21 
August 2014). Some have also expressed concerns as to how their claims will carry any 
weight against that of the king (Sidimba Sowetan Live 3 October 2015; Siegfried IRIN 
News 21 August 2014). Especially considering a statement the king’s spokesperson made 
during a restitution hearing in 2013, where he told members of the Qanqatho community 
that they have no tenure rights in the valley, and that they should leave (Sosibo Mail and 
Guardian 19 September 2014; Personal communication with farm dweller spokesperson 
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3 October 2014). As for the palace, the farm dwellers were not consulted in any way in 
terms of its construction. Neither Amafa (who would lease the land for the palace), the 
royal family nor the Ingonyama Trust engaged in any stakeholder consultation with the 
farm dwellers (Siegfried IRIN News 21 August 2014).  
 
In this context, we should remember that Mangosuthu Buthelezi, the Inkatha Freedom 
Party58 (IFP), the Ingonyama trust, and king Goodwill Zwelithini have been in support of 
the park since its launch in 1998. Their claims of belonging and forging of a certain kind 
of Zulu identities (cf. Waetjen and Maré 2008) fit comfortably with the (re)creation of 
heritage and spatial reconfigurations in the area (see IFP Speech 5 October 1998; 
Marschall 2009: 187-189, 264). And further, if we consider the relationship between the 
IFP and the Zulu royal family, the planned land claim and the construction of a new royal 
palace are not only about ownership of land and heritage conservation, but also about 
consolidating political and traditional power. Several research participants pointed out 
that the heritage park is a 'typical' IFP project. This is quite a reasonable interpretation 
considering Mangosuthu Buthelezi's and the IFP's influence over the preservation of Zulu 
heritage and their close ties to Amafa (Marschall 2009: 28, 270; also see Dlamini 2008). 
The KwaZulu Monuments Council (KMC) was responsible for promoting 'flagship 
projects' of Zulu heritage, and worked closely with Buthelezi's visions for Zulu ethnic 
nationalism in the 1970's and 80's. In 1996, the KMC in KwaZulu and the National 
Monuments Council in Natal were merged into Amafa and given the mandate to manage 
heritage resources in the new province of KwaZulu-Natal (Marschall 2009:35). 
 
Concluding comments 
The unique aspects of the park, the joint experience of traditional Zulu heritage and 
indigenous wildlife situated in a representation of a pristine 19th-century landscape, is 
pertinent to local socio-political dynamics. The celebration of Zulu culture, albeit in the 
preferential manner through which it is manifested in the conceptualisation of the park, 
makes sense in the context of the interests of Amafa, Ezemvelo, the Zulu royal family 
 
58 The Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) was converted into a political party in 1991 by Mangosuthu Buthelezi. 
It has its roots in the 1920’s Zulu cultural organisation Inkatha (‘inkatha’ is a head ring made of tightly 
plaited coil originally for carrying heavy loads, is also symbolises unity) who supported the re-
establishment of Zulu monarchy and ethnic Zulu nationalism.  
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and the IFP. But also in terms of place and heritage that for long have shaped myth, 
legend, and identities.  
 
There are similarities in how nature and heritage are constructed in the park. Firstly, they 
build on the vision of preserving a very specific version of nature and culture. This is 
justified through narratives of urgency; in terms of nature conservation it is the rhino 
‘crisis', and in terms of development it is the need economic growth. Both nature and 
culture are said to possess unique spatial qualities, which make sense for the idealised 
notions of belonging and spatial reconfigurations. In order to make all of this real, a 
purification process to an extreme level of detail is required. This seems impossible, and 
it probably is, but nonetheless the process has already generated significant consequences. 
Not unsurprisingly, the plans for the park and attempts to realise them have not progressed 
smoothly. Instead we see a complex web of socio-political and spatial relationships. Many 
stakeholders consider the requirements for belonging in the valley or playing a part in (or 
benefitting from) the park as too strict, and are critical of the lack of transparency and 
inclusion. The Qanqatho community, who were excluded from the vision of the park from 
the start, have responded with various methods of resistance. Their past and current 
experiences paint a picture of systematic dispossession and violence, but also one of 
organised struggle and claims to belonging and rights.  
 
The valley and the heritage park may be promoted and envisioned as being representative 
of a natural and untouched state, however the detailed planning contradicts this. Thus, the 
natural and cultural heritage of the valley is both imagined and created through careful 
and closely monitored development as well as a cut-throat purification process. In the 
making of heritage the landscape is modified too, and in this case with quite extreme 
measures, such as the demolition of homesteads and farmland. In order to realise the 
vision to its full extent, near absolute dominance and control over the landscape, as well 
as over the people that live there, would be necessary. This applies to the histories and 
heritage that fall outside the mainstream narrative too. One of the more disturbing 
underlying notions in this, is that the Zulu people living inside the valley are not 
considered to be ‘real’ Zulus, and not representative of ‘real’ Zulu heritage. Although this 
article does not go into detail about the politics of Zulu identities, it is critical of the rigid 
perception of Zuluness and Zulu heritage that park management is advocating and 
imagining. As the heritage park can only represent (a construct of) Zuluness of the 19th-
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century, the Zulu people in the valley are restricted to perform roles of that particular 
representation if they are to belong there. Furthermore, since development adjacent to the 
park will be limited to prevent discomposing the experience of heritage and nature, the 
farm dwellers that are ‘allowed’ to remain in these areas will be confined by the 
restrictions. All of this shows how constructs of heritage and singular historical 
representations, imaginings of undisturbed wilderness, and spatial purification feed a joint 
narrative that dictates and reduces identities and ways of belonging for marginalised 
people. 
 
In terms of land contestations and lend reform dynamics it is difficult to provide an 
account for the current situation in the valley. The lengthy and convoluted processes of 
the land claims and labour tenant claims, the Amendment Act of 2014 including the 
current interdict, and the plans for the royal palace, are not easily disentangled through 
land policies or laws. Rather, the vagueness in such documents and their interpretations 
tend to lack in clarity59. It is however clear that the ambiguities, the slow progress, and 
the lack of direction when it comes to competing claims have real and troublesome 







59 ‘Vague’ has also been used to describe the post-apartheid land reform itself (Walker 2007). 
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Linking the articles 
The articles address several aspects of the socio-political and spatial (re)configurations 
surrounding farm conversions. The themes that emerged from the research are 
investigated in one or more of the articles, and each theme provides insights towards the 
research question. For example, spatial configurations and power dynamics (the first 
theme discussed below) are discussed in article 1 from the perspective of fieldwork 
dynamics. In article 2 this theme is addressed through how the game farms are 
conceptualised and realised. Article 3 investigates how perceptions and means of violence 
facilitates attempts to maintain spatial and political power relations. In article 4 we see 
how the re-making of place and space takes an almost completely artificial form, a process 
which would require rigid control of the valley and its histories. Attempts to control 
resources, people, and narratives is an expression of power, and when we examine who 
it is that seeks to exercise and maintain this control, and which methods and ideological 
framing they use, we gain insights into the power relations of the farm conversion process. 
The same is true for when these relationships are transformed or contested, as this brings 
about a potential shift in power dynamics.  
 
Spatial configurations and power dynamics 
The game farms and the heritage park, and the social, political, and spatial dynamics that 
surround them, are reflective of power dynamics. I show how these dynamics changed 
following the conversion in land use. The changes did not necessarily bring about 
anything new. Instead, already existing relationships and conflicts were further 
entrenched. For example, the position of farm dwellers is further marginalised, but some 
contest the changes brough about by the conversions, thereby claiming rights to land and 
belonging and a more powerful position in relation to other actors. Overall, the landscapes 
have been modified to become more ‘wild’ or ‘authentic’, and as a result the lives and 
livelihoods of many farm dwellers changed (shown in article 2, 3 and 4). At a broader 
scale, these changes were already taking place, which is evident from trends of land 
consolidation, labour insecurity, and the continued dispossessions of Africans from land.  
 
The social constructs behind the farm conversions are representative of certain meanings 
of nature, wilderness, history, and belonging. These constructs speak to ideas of 
untouched wilderness and precious wildlife, which are part of a colonial imagery of 
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African nature, which is similar to the discourses surrounding national parks and other 
protected areas. The farms are assigned new meanings and new spatial qualities so that 
they are no longer cattle farms, but wilderness and / or historical spaces. In relation to 
these reconfigurations, landowners seek to establish roles as stewards of nature and 
wildlife. This is how the presented themselves to me during the field work (see article 1). 
How this plays out against the backdrop of land reform, securitisation, and game farming 
is discussed in articles 2 and 3. Through the heritage park (article 4), Amafa and the Zulu 
royal family seek to strengthen their positions as representatives of Zulu heritage and 
culture, through which they can also exercise greater control of land in the valley.  
 
In article 1, Femke Brandt and I describe how we struggled to experience the game 
farming landscapes as something other than what the landowners wanted us to see. Their 
efforts to influence our research in terms of whom we interacted with and where we went 
and when, as well as the ‘truths’ they insisted on, were also efforts to maintain a control 
of the land and what it represents. The sections ‘Landscapes of power’ and ‘The South 
African game farm’ in Article 1 sets the scene for our stories from the field work, and 
explains the social and spatial dynamics we were navigating.  
 
The key aspects of the spatial control that follow on farm conversions is that landowners 
have either removed or reduced the presence of farm dwellers and farm dweller 
homesteads, and that they have introduced wildlife. In some instances, the wildlife was 
already there, and the game fence was put in place to keep the animals on the farm, which 
is part of the landscape transformation. The farms are presented as wilderness spaces that 
offer safari-like experiences as well as cultural and historical events and sites. Historical 
tours emphasise battlefields and settler history, and the culture that is showcased tend to 
be traditional Zulu dancing and crafts. Other meanings and uses of the landscape are 
restricted, if allowed at all. The ability to reconfigure the landscape, and to control what 
takes places within the boundaries of the farm, is an expression of power, used to favour 
the interests of the powerful and disregard the interests of the powerless.  
 
Exclusion and inclusion 
A tangible outcome of the farm conversions is the intensified practice of exclusion and 
inclusion. The game farms and the heritage park are designed to cater for relatively 
wealthy groups of people, such as trophy hunters, tourist, and paying visitors. Other 
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groups, such as farm dwellers, farm workers, and people in the area that for example use 
the land as for example a transport route, and for collecting firewood and grazing their 
cattle, have limited or no access to the land after the conversion. In contrast, the 
conversions facilitate the near exclusive use of the land for a predominately white middle 
class. Central to this is the game fence, and its various qualities are discussed in article 2 
and 3. As a physical boundary it is important to demarcate where the property starts and 
ends. It separates visitors from trespassers, for example. It also keeps wildlife and other 
assets inside the property, and it keeps criminals and poachers out. These practices of in- 
and exclusion are also about belonging and socio-economic relationships. In article 2 I 
discuss how this serves to maintain colonial-style relationships between white landowners 
and African workers. In article 4 this is expressed through Amafa’s heritage practices, 
where the exclusion of modern activities and much of the valley’s history results in loss 
of access to land for Africans. Additionally, their histories and lives are reduced or even 
removed from the heritage park. Practices of exclusion / inclusion are therefore linked to 
spatial reconfigurations, power and claims to belonging. 
 
Frontiers and boundaries 
In article 2 and 3 I present how the specific location of some of the case studies 
strengthens the notion of game farms as frontier spaces. It is interesting to consider this 
in relation to history of the Mzinyathi river and the conceptualisation of a settler identity 
of frontier farmers. The idea of the frontier is rooted in settler history which gives 
legitimacy to its meaning in contemporary contestations over land and belonging. In 
article 2 I investigate how the game farms are positioned as a frontier towards former 
Zululand / KwaZulu, against land reform, and against changes in the socio-political 
landscape in the countryside. In article 3 I elaborate on the link between wilderness areas 
as frontier spaces and the use of violence to maintain spatial control and elite access to 
resources. Together with large scale protected areas, the game farms become part of the 
frontier narrative to serve as a boundary against threats to wildlife and nature. 
 
The establishment of physical and legal boundaries is central to this, as is discussed in 
article 2-4. As I have mentioned in several places, boundaries are means through which 
property, access, and power are expressed. Challenging boundaries, for example by 
cutting fences and trespassing, is also an act of challenging the hierarchies of the unequal 
socio-economic and political relationships in the South African countryside.  
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In article 4 I discuss how the boundaries are made through both the fortification of the 
perimeter, including controlled access points, and through the ‘wildification’ of the 
landscape. The presence of wildlife restricts people’s ability to access the land inside the 
park as wildlife can be dangerous to both people and domesticated animals. This, and the 
removal of access points and transport route, generate a barrier against unwanted access 
and free movements. The same boundaries offer safe and convenient inclusion of paying 
tourists and visitors. 
 
Violence and contestations 
It is mainly in article 3 that I focus on violence and contestations, but all four articles 
address this theme. Forced removals, evictions of farm dwellers, and violent 
dispossessions of Africans are embedded in the historical landscape in the South African 
countryside, and part of the histories of each farm. It is also part of the everyday lives of 
farm dwellers and farm workers today (discussed in article 3). Threats of violence are 
commonplace, and something that landowners, farm dwellers, and I too experienced 
while I was in the field, which I describe in article 1 and to some extent in article 3. 
 
Many white farmers fear violent crimes and the so-called farm murders, and they 
implement measures to protects themselves. The securitisation process and the acts of 
protections are often violent (article 3), but is facilitated through property law, and made 
legitimate through current discourses of fear of increasing crime, and through the violent 
histories of the study area (article 2). The farms are perceived to be in a violent place, and 
‘others’ are believed to be violent and dangerous. The links between nature conservation, 
wildlife production, and violence, are discussed in article 3. 
 
In terms of the eMakhosini valley (article 4), and the contestations and violence that occur 
there, it is mostly about the threat of violence, in other words, the violence that may be 
inflicted on those that violate laws and rules. Another form of this potential violence is 
the pending introduction of dangerous wildlife, which made some farm dwellers leave 
the valley. The resident farm dwellers however contest the park in various ways, through 
both extra-legal and legal avenues, and sometimes using violence. For example, they 
work with land rights organisations and use the means of the law to claim land rights and 
labour tenancy rights, but they also cut fences, collect firewood, and graze their cattle in 
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restricted areas. These actions are claims to belonging as well as a challenge to power, 
particularly directed towards Amafa. 
 
Importantly, the various claims to belonging and material resources on the farms, which 
occurred both prior to and after the farm conversion, are also power struggles reflective 
of broader changes in the economic and political landscape. The land reform is a catalyst 
for this, which is discussed from several angles throughout the thesis. Sometimes these 
struggles are expressed through violent actions, and sometimes through the threat of 
violence.  
 
Built into the narratives of both the game farms and the heritage park we find battlefields 
histories, stereotypes about Zulu people and culture, and danger (poaching, wildlife, 
crime). Violent events and violent people are given a prominent place in these narratives, 
and as such they are also commodified. The bush is a dangerous place to be in, but that is 
also part of its appeal (discussed in article 1). The Zulu warrior is a violent, yet proud 
male character that is easy to admire and fear. The adoration of war and battlefields 
history present a similar dualistic image with heroic soldiers and terrible losses. Violence 
is glorified and made profitable (discussed in articles 2, 3 and 4).  
 
Belonging and identities 
Conditional belonging and identities go hand in hand. All four articles give examples of 
how belonging, in different forms, is a constant negotiation between individuals and 
groups. Those that are powerful, in relation to others, tend to determine who can belong 
and what is required for belonging. In article 1, I and my co-author Femke Brandt 
investigate how we navigated the identities that were either ascribed to us, or that we 
assumed, to ensure that we could access the game farms for our field work. At times we 
had to act a certain way to be allowed to do our work. Our belonging was often claimed 
by the landowners, in a sense that we for the most part could not challenge the conditions 
or the roles they placed on us. We could however leave, and remove ourselves from these 
relationships once our fieldwork was completed.  
 
This type of conditional belonging and the narrowly defined identities that I observed on 
the game farms and in the heritage park are however much more problematic considering 
the extremely unequal power relationships between landowners and other elites, and farm 
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workers and fam dwellers. In article 2 I show how colonial-style relationships are still 
present on game farms. The identities performed in these relationships are built around 
race, gender, and socio-economic status, and they are maintained as such as it gives 
legitimacy to both the material and discursive belonging of some, whilst at the same time 
it allows for the exclusion of ‘others’. Article 4 gives several examples of the same thing, 
and as it is conceptually placed in the 19th century, the conditions for belonging become 
rather extreme. Notably, it is only Zulu people that are expected to perform 19th century 
‘Zuluness’. Visitors will have access to modern facilities.  
 
In article 3 I discuss the linkages between conditional belonging and violence, both in 
relation to protected areas and game farms, and in relation to the specific location of this 
study. Violence, power, and claims to belonging are interlinked, and it is important to 
consider this for understanding the dynamics of farm conversions. Key to this, is that 
identities are constructed around the ‘self - other’ binary, something that I show in articles 
2, 3 and 4. However, this has real consequences as this categorisation is used to justify 





Concluding discussion: Battles over boundaries and belonging 
 
The politics of the game farms and the heritage park are at the nexus of multiple and 
intersecting issues pertinent to contemporary rural South Africa. A challenge to this 
research has therefore been to maintain focus and a reasonable scope without losing the 
rich body of empirical knowledge it has generated. As a result, it has landed in a 
conceptual framework that aims to capture the cross-cutting complexities, and at the same 
time allows the empirical material to speak to the multiple dynamics of farm conversions. 
From this process of analysis and interpretation a number of themes have emerged. They 
revolve around power, belonging, violence, constructs of nature and other concepts, and 
the making, as well as the imposition of, boundaries and identities. Naturally, my own 
politics, positionality and research interests have influenced this process too, as I have 
discussed in my methodological reflections and method accounts. It is however worth 
mentioning this again, as reflexivity and reflexive writing (Punch 2012; DeLyser and 
Starrs 2001), issues of positionality (Rose 1997), the ‘objective turn’ (Law 2004), and 
feminist scholarship in general have informed and inspired this research. Just as I believe 
that it is important to place the research in historical, political, and spatial contexts, I 
believe it is of equal importance to contextualise myself and my interpretations because, 
“[t]he personal is work, is political, is theoretical” (Hearn 2008:1).  
 
The first article is mostly centred around the research method and the fieldwork, and my 
own as well as Femke Brandt’s experiences in the field. This is an important part of the 
research, in terms of reflexivity, transparency and methodological positioning. It is 
equally important, and a significant contribution to, the understanding of dynamics of 
gender, race, class, and other aspects of power configurations on the game farms and the 
politics that surround privatised ‘wild’ spaces. The article also shows how we became 
part of these dynamics. Through engaging in discussion with team members in the 
research programme (NWO-WOTRO 2007, with scholars in related fields and in relevant 
literature, we were able to discern patterns and draw conclusions that strengthened and 
contributed to the findings for this thesis as well as the research programme as a whole.  
 
South African game farms tend to represent an image of wilderness constructed around 
patriarchal and racist hierarchies. Contestations over belonging are commonplace in the 
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South African countryside, but are amplified on the game farms, which, similar to 
wilderness spaces in general, are shaped by violence, seduction and power hierarchies. In 
these spaces, Femke Brandt and I found ourselves positioned through how we were 
perceived as white, sexually available, middle-class young women. As we were 
essentially dependent on landowners for access in the field, our attempts to belong 
involved navigating these attributes so as to not upset relationships that were pivotal for 
completing our field work. This type of conditional belonging is not unique for our 
situation in the field, but reflects how belonging in general is formed on game these and 
similar spaces. 
 
The farm conversions are taking place within the dynamics of South Africa’s post-
apartheid land reform and the increasing market liberalisation of the agricultural sector 
(Brandt 2013). It is important to remember these contexts when analysing the 
conversions. On the one hand, as I discovered, the landscape of power is shifting on a 
broader level, but on the other hand very little has changed in terms of relationships 
between landowner and farm workers and dwellers (see also Mkhize 2014, Hall 2007). 
Despite land reform policies and legislative frameworks designed to address labour and 
tenure insecurity, farm dwellers remain one of the most marginalised groups in the South 
African countryside. The deregulation of the agricultural sector and the State’s bias 
towards large-scale and capital-heavy agricultural production also contributes to 
processes of casualisation of farm labour (Spierenburg and Brooks 2014; Hall 2007). In 
addition to the economic rationale behind farm evictions and labour casualisation, we find 
powerful emotional and political driving-forces of fear, loss of power and belonging, and 
attempts to secure space as well as place (Josefsson 2014; Brandt 2013). It also seems as 
if in the context of farm conversions, the removal of farm workers and dwellers is 
intensified. This is where issues of land reform and contestations over land and other 
natural resources intersect with constructs of nature, the making of wilderness, and the 
forging of identities and power through wildlife production. This is entangled with the 
struggle for belonging in post-apartheid rural South Africa, as well as in global networks 
of nature conservation and trophy-hunting (cf. Goodrich 2015).  
 
Several scholars critique the post-apart land reform for resulting in increasing 
accumulation for the elite, and further dispossession of the marginalised (see Mtero et al 
2019; Kepe and Hall 2018; Fraser 2007). Here I investigate some aspects of how game 
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farms fit into this. For example, Massé and Lunstrum (2015) state that the spatial politics 
of transfrontier conservation areas generate capital accumulation and dispossess 
vulnerable communities, and that the escalating securitisation practises in conservation 
areas work as drivers for this process. Landowners tend to implement similar practises to 
protect their game farms, and as this involves the fortification of farm boundaries and 
other intensified measures for in-and exclusion, access to and use of the land is tightly 
controlled by the landowner. Interestingly, in the Eastern Cape province it seems as if 
game farms are less likely to be subjected to land redistribution than conventional farms, 
which works as an incentive for white landowners to shift to game farming. In KwaZulu-
Natal however, based on the findings in this study and the other studies in the same 
research programme, there was no indication of such trends (Spierenburg and Brooks 
2014). There is however some evidence that game farms that are transferred to land 
beneficiaries are managed by former owners, or external elite actors, such as hunting and 
conservation organisations and traditional leaders, and that the beneficiaries remain 
excluded from at least some of the resources, as is the case with Farm B and C (also see 
Ngubane and Brooks 2014). In terms of conventional farms, Fraser (2007) points to the 
same results, and so do Mtero et al (2019). They show how the implementation of the 
land reform favour the elite, rather than the poor. It is likely that game farms are no 
exception to this, and it is possible that this process is intensified, at least at the local 
scale, due to the securitisation paradigm and the ‘wildification’ of the land that follow the 
conversions.  
 
There are certain economic incentives behind the farm conversions, for example the 
revenues that international trophy-hunting can generate (BusinessTech 19 October 2017). 
But as I have found, together with other researchers in the research programme, an 
economic rationale on its own is too simplistic as the sole explanation behind the 
conversions (see Spierenburg and Brooks 2014). Instead, game farms are imagined and 
conceptualised alongside multiple issues, ranging from economic to political to 
emotional, and sometimes rooted in misinterpretations and reductionist representations of 
history and heritage. The latter is important in my research, as the specific location of the 
case studies is crucial for the spatialities and the politics of the transformed landscapes. 
They are situated in narratives of frontiers and borders as well as battlefields histories, 
which, as I have shown, have come to influence perceptions of belongings through 
discourses and practices of othering and violence. 
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In a similar vein, the eMakhosini valley is being reshaped, predominately by Amafa and 
Ezemvelo, to preserve a certain history and certain heritage, partially enforced through 
conditional belonging (Rutherford 2008). The consequences for those obscured by these 
practices are dire, and it is farm dwellers that are affected the most, as is often the case 
with farm conversions (see e.g. Brooks and Kjelstrup 2014, AFRA 2004). Although under 
provincial management, Amafa acts very similarly to private landowners in how the 
heritage park and the land is managed and altered. It is a process that generates and 
maintain unequal relationships and uneasy power hierarchies, similar to the game farms. 
This is apparent through Amafa’s management practices, as well as through their 
problematic discourse around Africans and Zulu people in particular. When Amafa 
started buying land for the park they were targeting the white-owned farms that made up 
most parts of the land considered attractive for this specific type of development. Amafa 
acquired these farms with the intention of removing the farm dwellers from the land 
completely. Interestingly, king Zwelithini’s claims to the valley assume a power hierarchy 
and a prescriptive belonging that also excludes ‘others’, and again the resident farm 
dwellers are subjected to marginalisation and their rights to belonging are ignored. 
Further, the near extreme purification process that a completion of the park would require, 
if its vision is to be fully realised, will generate conditions for belonging for Africans 
which are accessible only through the adoption of extremely reductionist identities. The 
othering is as blatant as the dispossession is transparent. Having the privilege of 
stakeholder status is indeed conditional. 
 
In terms of the broader trend of land consolidation and spatial control, the heritage park 
is quite similar to the protected areas that Massé and Lunstrum (2015) discuss, albeit at a 
smaller scale. Large parts of the valley are fenced off, with a strict set of rules to manages 
access, use, and belonging. The focus is on conservation of a specific part heritage and 
culture. Effectively, this means that a number of farms are consolidated into a single-use 
space designated for consumption by tourists and visitors only. The plans to link the 
valley to the Ophathe Game Reserve, and the long-term vision to extend the park all the 
way to Hluhluwe-Umfolozi Park, would mean further land consolidation, restrictions to 
land use, and accumulation of resources for a relatively small group of people compared 
to the landless poor.  
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The relational dynamics between stakeholders on the game farms and the heritage park 
reflect hierarchies of power and inequality, which is evident in the conceptualisations of 
landscapes, and in the assumptions about their residents and users. Especially so in terms 
of who they are and what they should represent. Abstract imageries and idealistic notions 
of belonging and purpose are more or less realised in these spaces, and they generate 
material and emotional outcomes for people as well as animals. The dominating 
conceptualisations, their assumptions, images, and notions, et cetera, are the ones that are 
voiced and enacted by the powerful stakeholders who control land and resources, and the 
discursive making of nature and landscapes. They are landowners, traditional leaders, the 
Zulu royal family, trophy hunters, conservationists, tourists, farm and park managers, and 
also government organisations (Amafa and Ezemvelo). Other stakeholders’ narratives, 
especially the farm dwellers, and their histories and identities, are given far less space and 
legitimacy.  
 
Nonetheless, these structures and processes are continuously contested, sometimes 
through formalised avenues like the post-apartheid land reform, and sometimes through 
methods of resistance that fall outside of what is sanctioned by the law. The contestations 
sometimes take violent forms, but it is important to interpret this in relation to some two 
hundred years of violent and oppressive governance structures and different forms of 
resistance. And further to acknowledge that contemporary relationships on farms as well 
as in wilderness areas are still violent (see for example Brandt 2016; Niehaus 2009; 
Neumann 2004). Extra-legal forms of contestations carried out by those dispossessed or 
marginalised should be considered against the fact that illegal farm evictions are still 
carried out by landowners, who frequently violate labour rights and farm dwellers rights 
to tenure (Hall 2007). On that note Hall (2007) shows that in KwaZulu-Natal, illegal 
evictions are still more common than legal ones. In addition, the sluggish responses from 
the State to address land reform, farm evictions, and continued dispossession (see Cousins 
2009; Hall 2007) disable options for farm workers and dwellers to contest unjust and 
illegal actions through formalised, legal avenues.  
 
As I show in article 2 in this thesis the game farms safe-guard a colonial present through 
the continued enabling of colonial identities and the re-making of boundaries and 
belonging. Unequal relationships and power dynamics are maintained, which is necessary 
for the colonial present to remain. The space of the game farm is conceptualised around 
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their proximity to the battlefields and old colonial and apartheid borders, like the 
Mzinyathi River, that build on imagined historical pasts (Guy 1998); and on 
commoditised versions of nature, culture, and wild animals (cf. Brooks et al 2011; Hughes 
2010, 2005). Just like in the heritage park, access to these spaces is negotiated around 
ideas of belonging. A trophy hunter or a tourist is granted access based on their ability to 
pay for the use of the farm, but also for their assumed positions of ‘understanding’ African 
wilderness and wildlife (Neumann 2004: 824). This in turn speaks to ideas of stewardship 
and care for nature, and belonging to the global community of conservationists and 
hunters (Goodrich 2015: 21-24; Josefsson 2014). 
 
In contrast, a farm dweller or a person living on the other side of the Mzinyathi River is 
immediately categorised as an outsider as they are not able to access and enjoy the assets 
in the way the space should be utilised. They are assumed to have no or little 
understanding of ‘African wilderness’, and therefore they do not know how to act in this 
landscape (Brandt 2016; also see Neumann 2004: 824). Instead, they are given derogatory 
identities of ‘others’, for example as poachers and trespassers, and they are considered to 
be dangerous or disruptive to the wildlife, to the power relations, and to the ‘wilderness’. 
Unless they perform a role that belongs in this imagery, and assume an identity that ‘fits’ 
in the wilderness landscape and does not challenge the spatial hierarchies. The heritage 
park in the eMakhosini valley is built on similar ideas, and prescribes even more 
reductionist identities. According to park management, ‘modern’ Zulus do not know how 
to belong or behave in the heritage landscape. Notions and ideas of belonging like these, 
and the transformation thereof into practice and physical manifestations, hinder rural 
transformation, and neglect and obscure other identities and narratives. 
 
The erection of game fences, the monitoring of borders, and attempts to maintain a 
frontier, are inextricably linked to trends of securitisation, discourses of fear and othering, 
and the protection and accumulation of assets (Massé and Lunstrum 2015; Büscher and 
Ramutsindela 2016; and see Wels 2015: 17 regarding fences and frontiers). This has 
emerged as a theme in my research, and is evident in the context of game farming and 
that of the heritage park. In addition, the underlying notion of a pristine yet commoditised 
African wilderness facilitates the process of securitisation, which keep normalising the 
violent consequences this has for ‘the other’. Private property relations are central to this, 
including the categorisation of wildlife as an asset that can be privately owned (as per the 
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Game Theft Act no 105 of 1991). Similarly, heritage too is defined as an ‘asset’, one that 
requires protection against misuse and neglect so as to not lose its value (eMakhosini-
Ophathe Heritage Park Strategic Plan 2002: 7-8). That or those considered to belong and 
that can be utilised as commodities are categorised as asset, but that and those which fall 
outside of these categorisations must be removed or eliminated. Further, protection of 
assets is made easier within a physical boundary and on private property, as access can 
then be controlled and monitored by the property owner.  
 
In addition to introducing wildlife, farms are transformed into wilderness landscapes by 
removing certain attributes and histories, like some people, animals, buildings and even 
plants. This type of spatial purification is common in protected areas (see Nustad 2011; 
Draper et al. 2004; Sibley 1995) and in the case of the heritage park it is taken to an 
extreme, at least conceptually. A ‘wild’ landscape is supposed to be pure and free of 
human intervention and activities (Draper et al. 2004). But the contradiction is that some 
people and some civilisation are considered legitimate, for example hunters, tourists, 
game lodges and game drive vehicles. Wels (2015) states that “the very concept of 
‘visitor’ is exclusionary, as it is keeping others, usually local communities living close to 
or surrounding the park, at bay by means of fence” (p. 17). Another consequence of the 
spatial purification is the ‘enforced primitivism’ (Draper et al. 2004; Neumann 1998; 
McNeely and Pitt 1985) imposed on Africans as a condition for belonging and access to 
these spaces; a discourse and a practice which is oppressive, reductionist and violent. In 
the heritage park Africans are expected to only represent 19th century Zulu people in 
accordance with how this identity is prescribed by park management. Such notions rely 
on stereotypes developed through historical and political discourse (see Carton et al. 
2008) and leave little or no room for other interpretations of history, belonging and 
identities. Further, the intent is to reduce mobilities and activities to the extent that those 
who do not conform to the vision of the park are removed. This is carried out either by 
force, through threats of severe repercussions, or by simply telling people that they have 
to leave, or in exchange for minimal financial compensation. Landowners were however 
paid market prices for their farms at the early stages of the park’s development. This lack 
of engagement and recognition of farm dwellers as stakeholders points to a disregard 
of their rights to belonging, as well as their socio-economic networks and histories. 
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The game farms employ notions of primitivism to a certain extent, but rather tend to 
exclude Africans completely from within their boundaries, unless they are staff. Or their 
mobility and visibility is restricted in order to not disrupt the visitor experience. Similar 
to the prescriptive identities of the heritage park, some of the game farms make use 
of commoditised versions of Zulu culture, for example through offering traditional Zulu 
dance performances to visitors. I am thereby not saying that such events are exploitative 
and commoditised only, but in the context of casualisation, job insecurity, and how 
belonging is defined for Africans, they are definitely problematic. Nonetheless, staff on 
game farms have to adopt certain identities. These are usually comprised by uniforms and 
other attire, but also by the type of work they are employed to do, for example house-
keeping, tracking and border patrols (cf. Brandt 2013 and her research on trophy-hunting 
farms in the Karoo; see also Bunn 1996). A stark example of how this influences 
positionalities and notions of belonging is the story of the man employed to do fence 
patrols and to kill hunting dogs (article 2 this thesis). For him, the game farm is a place 
where he is ‘safe’ at least in relation to the nearby town, as there his life is at risk from 
dog owners seeking revenge. But as he fears leaving the farm his mobility becomes 
severely restricted, and the notion of safety becomes highly questionable as he is 
constantly faced with danger through confronting hunting dogs and their owners.  
 
‘Wild’ spaces tend to feature elements of danger, and danger forms part of the wilderness 
experience. I suggest that this adds to the power dynamics of the farm conversions as it 
allows the game farmer, the PH, or the trophy hunter to display their prowess and 
knowledge of how to handle the ‘African wilderness’. For those of us perceived to not 
possess these skills, our presence in this place warrants submission to those in control, 
for the sake of our safety. I say ‘our’ because I was part of this dynamic too, and it was a 
role I assumed as part of the fieldwork navigations (discussed in article 1 this thesis). The 
danger aspect can hence be used to support belonging and identities constructed along 
gender, race, and class, and through othering.  
 
As I show in article 3, violence has long been part of farm histories and relationships 
(Manby 2002), prior to the arrival of game farming and the wildification of farmland. In 
borderland areas in particular violence is common, and works on conjunction with 
securitisation discourses and practices (see Massé and Lunstrum 2015; Büscher and 
Ramutsindela 2015). It is someone’s position in the power hierarchy that determines their 
256 
risk of being subjected to violence, as well as their ability to exercise violence against 
others. On game farms this applies to wildlife too; they are considered valuable assets and 
are therefore granted protection. Albeit in a carceral and very precarious sense, as 
ultimately they are stripped of any intrinsic value or recognition of sentience, and will be 
sold, hunted, or killed. I have argued that game farms increase and exaggerate violence 
through spatial practices and discourses of othering, and further that this feeds the 
justificatory narrative for more security and exclusion. The same rings true for the 
heritage park. Consider for example the women that got arrested for collecting firewood, 
an everyday life activity that changed into an illegal act through the invention of the park 
(article 4 this thesis). As already stated this is not something new, but part of continuities 
of oppressive structures. Fears of the ‘other’ and a desire to maintain control and power 
continue to inform perceptions that normalise the need for violence.  
 
The game farms on the Mzinyathi River have been positioned as ‘border farms’ and the 
farmers as ‘frontier farmers’ for a long time (Guy 2013), and there are similarities to how 
Africa is positioned as a frontier for nature conservation (Wels 2015). Beyond the banks 
of the river lie former Zululand, perceived as dangerous, and home to a threat of a 
potential invasion. Violence is easily justified for the sake of protecting the farms, the 
wildlife, and for maintaining the border. 
 
I have shown how structural and direct violence is embedded in struggles over belonging, 
the entrenchment of elites, the exclusion of ‘others’, and the increased securitisation of 
private property. Further to this, the accumulation of capital, and attempts to secure 
natural resources go hand in hand with the desire to maintain boundaries through the 
(re)creation of frontiers. Underlying ideologies of imagined pasts and visions for the 
future - what wilderness or nature once was, and the potential of what it can be again – 
continue to inform notions of belonging and access, as well as the order of power 
hierarchies. 
 
In this study I emphasise how contestations over belonging cannot be separated from the 
accumulation of wealth, and how trajectories of violence cannot be disentangled from 
processes of othering and identity-making. I point to the importance of considering 
linkages between how the making of wilderness landscapes is situated in global networks 
of wilderness capital and politics, as well as elites, but also how this process is informed 
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by local histories and narratives. Nonetheless, the situation for farm dwellers remains 
precarious. From their perspective, the spatial reconfigurations following on the farm 
conversions have intensified the exclusion from land and natural resources, and increased 
incidents of violence and danger. Their rights to belonging are reduced not only through 
material dispossession, but also through attempts to remove them from history and to 
place them as outsiders and ‘others’ in current debates over land rights.  
 
The dynamics surrounding farm conversions are indeed complex. As I show in this study, 
they have material and socio-political implications, and they are situated in broader trends 
of accumulation, securitisation, and commodification. Further, by re-making the farms 
into wilderness landscapes, the landowners change the farm narratives too. They are no 
longer farming landscapes with complex histories and competing claims to belonging, 
but representations of static nature and history, a simplified narrative stretching from the 
past to the present, as well as into the future. I show that the conversions reflect social 
constructs of history, heritage, nature, and wilderness. It is important that this is 
acknowledged by law- and policy-makers, and in discourses about land reform, nature 
conservation, and political transformation. This is crucial for addressing the unequal 
relationships on South African farms and in the South African countryside, and for 
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This study investigates the socio-political and spatial dynamics of conversions of farms 
to wilderness landscapes and game farms in the KwaZulu-Natal Province in South Africa. 
Farm conversions increased in the 1990s alongside the expansion of the wildlife industry 
and have shaped the rural landscape significantly. The study pays particular attention to 
the roles of landowners and farm dwellers in these processes. Farm dwellers are those 
people who live and/or work on commercial, privately-owned farms, and often have so 
for many generations, but do not have ownership of the land. The landowners and farm 
dwellers constitute two stakeholder groups within the farm conversion processes, with 
very different livelihood options and privileges. 
 
The introduction to the thesis explores and contextualises the main research question: 
How are the spatialities and politics of belonging (re)negotiated in the creation of game 
farming and wilderness landscapes? It discusses the history of wilderness conservation 
in the province of KwaZulu-Natal, with a particular focus on the emergence of private 
conservation areas. Several intersecting issues emerge here. Firstly, the conversions 
entrench the power disparities that long have characterised the South African countryside 
and continue to work against the post-apartheid politics of rural transformation. Secondly, 
they perpetuate and generate contestations over belonging and boundaries. Parallel to this 
run discourses and practices of securitisation; used to justify exclusion, inclusion, as well 
as violence. Importantly, the conversions are informed by trends of commoditisation, 
where nature, wildlife, heritage, and culture are increasingly privatised and assigned 
monetary values. 
 
Conceptually this study departs from the view that ‘nature’ and ‘wilderness’ are social 
constructs rather than realities with single definitions. It builds on critical approaches to 
nature, landscapes, heritage, and history. These constructs are charged with politics, and 
when unpacked they reveal how power relations shape the farm conversions and the use 
of the land. Central to understanding these concepts and how they interact in the farm-to-
wilderness transformation is the process of ‘othering’, where identities in these spaces are 
shaped by the juxtaposition of the ‘Self’ against the ‘Other’.  
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The empirical material was generated through ethnographic fieldwork on privately owned 
farms in the borderlands of former Natal and KwaZulu, and research carried out at a 
provincial heritage conservation park in the north-eastern part of KwaZulu-Natal. The 
research includes six case studies where farms conversions took place between the 1980’s 
and the early 2000’s. But as the fieldwork revealed, the socio-spatial consequences stretch 
far beyond farm and park boundaries. The introduction provides a detailed description of 
the research approach and methods, as well as detailed reflections on my own 
positionality in the field. It further illustrates the ways in which challenges regarding 
access to the game farms are indicative of the power relations prevailing on South African 
farms, and the position of farm dwellers therein. 
 
This study shows how local histories and ideas of belonging play a key role in determining 
who and what belongs on the converted farms. Old colonial and apartheid borders still 
inform spatial hierarchies, and for farm dwellers the conversions have intensified 
processes of exclusion and displacement. Nonetheless, these dynamics are disputed. The 
post-apartheid land reform is challenging the unequal power structures in the rural 
landscape, and attempts to undermine farm dwellers rights are contested through 
formalised, legal avenues, as well as through extra-legal measures.  
 
The main body of this thesis consists of four articles, several of which have already been 
publishes. The first article examines the methodological and emotional dynamics of the 
ethnographic fieldwork that is the foundation of this study. In this article, Femke Brandt 
and I discuss how the aspect of sexuality - an integral part of our positionalities - 
influences fieldwork relations and emotional dynamics, and in turn shape how 
ethnographic knowledge is generated. We found that the specific spatialities of the game 
farms, as well as their stark power hierarchies around race and gender, were central to the 
dynamics of how we positioned ourselves, and how we were positioned by the research 
participants. We discuss our strategies for coping with the, sometimes difficult, emotional 
challenges related to this, and how our sexualities were integral to these processes. We 
advocate an ethnography that is inclusive of such reflexive accounts, as we believe it adds 
credibility to the ethnographic process and the knowledge we generate.  
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The taboo around researchers’ sexualities and sexual experiences in ethnographic 
fieldwork persists. We found that our sexuality, as well as other physical and emotional 
experiences, were pivotal to how we shaped research relations and processes. This in turn 
evokes questions around how we reflect on our positionalities and the knowledge we 
generate. We argue that ethnographic accounts are made stronger by a more inclusive 
reflexivity, one that for example acknowledges sex and sexuality. In this article we 
present empirical material from our field experiences on South African game farms. 
These spaces tend to represent a particular image of wilderness, often constructed 
according to patriarchal and racist hierarchies. Their relational dynamics also heighten 
contestations over belonging. As such they become spaces of violence, seduction, and 
power, and we found that we were unable to detach ourselves - neither our minds nor our 
bodies - from these spatial and emotional dynamics. Our strategies for ‘being in the field’ 
largely came to evolve around negotiations of power, sex, and complicity. The emotional 
dynamics made us feel confused, bewildered, and sometimes scared. We seek to share 
our experiences and feelings, and to contribute to the discussion on the role of sexuality 
in ethnographic research, as well as the epistemological, methodological, and practical 
advantages of reflecting on the ways we engage in the field. 
 
In the second article, drawing on Alistair Fraser’s concept of the ‘colonial present’, I 
elaborate on how private farms are conceptualised to maintain identities and belonging 
that are built on colonial ideals and spatialities, and how these are informed by selective 
interpretations of a conflicted yet glorified past. The case study is located in the 
borderlands of the Mzinyathi River, which for almost two hundred years served as a 
frontier between various groups trying to claim territory and maintain their boundaries. I 
show how the game farms on the banks of the Mzinyathi perpetuate the idea of the river 
as a frontier against black South Africa and Africans. Through the farms’ fortified 
boundaries, the colonial-style relationships between farmers and workers, and the fear of 
‘others’ from the ‘tribal areas’ on the other side of the river, the ‘colonial present’ is 
justified and enabled, which obscures other readings of land and belonging in this area. I 
argue that this is counter-productive to rural transformation and in fact entrenches 
inequalities, insecurities, and uneasy power relations.   
 
The third article explores more closely the dynamics of violence in the game farming 
landscape. It places the game farms in broader contexts of green militarisation and 
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violence in wilderness areas, including discourses of securitisation, accumulation and 
dispossession of ‘others’. In this regard, game farms and other types of private wilderness 
areas tend to mimic the conservation rhetoric of protected areas, and follow on notions of 
being at war with poachers and other threats. Important to this article and its conceptual 
approach is the local context of battlefields and frontiers, as discussed in article two, as 
well as the past and present dynamics of violence and forced removals on South African 
farms. Through narratives collected during my fieldwork, I show how the conversions to 
game farming and the ‘wildification’ of the landscape tend to obscure histories of 
dispossession and negate the belonging of Africans on the farms. And further how the 
farm conversions are used to justify and exacerbate violence and continued displacement 
through discourses of fear, securitisation and the ‘need’ for military-style spatial control.  
 
The fourth and last article looks at the creation of a provincial heritage and nature 
conservation park, and how attempts to (re)create a 19th-century Zulu landscape negate 
the histories and presence of farm dwellers living on farms acquired for the development 
of the park. The eMakhosini Valley in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa is undergoing a 
transformation into a heritage park intended to recreate a 19th-century Zulu landscape. 
By joining the valley to the nearby Ophathe Game Reserve, the approximately 28 000 
hectare area is envisioned to offer visitors a unique combination of game viewing and 
Zulu heritage. Over the last two centuries, the valley has taken shape as a mesh of 
privately owned farmland, heritage sites, and homes of farm dwellers. The vision of the 
park however, calls for a uniform landscape that only contains features of a 19th-century 
Zulu landscape, such as game roaming free, a herd of Nguni cattle, and traditional Zulu 
homesteads. In the light of this, substantial changes are required and anything or anyone 
that does not fit into this vision is being removed or transformed. This vision of the park 
entails a spatial purification which would render the farm dwellers completely invisible 
and deny them essentially any rights to access and belonging. In response to this the farm 
dwellers have submitted a land claim as well as a claim for labour tenant status to 
challenge the threat of eviction from their homes and loss of land. In addition, they are 
also employing less formalised measures to contest the park. Other stakeholders too are 
critical of the park and the way it is managed, and relationships are tense. Another 
dynamic was the claim by the (recently deceased) king Zwelithini to land in the 
eMakhosini valley, and his plans for another royal palace. The valley has a rich history 
coupled with myth and legend centred around Zulu heritage and culture, as well as 
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colonial conquest, and Zulu royal ancestry is deeply entrenched in the landscape. Several 
and sometimes conflicting dynamics are played out in the valley; the post-apartheid land 
reform, issues of traditional rule, the obfuscation of history, and the making of wilderness 
landscapes. The article draws together these dynamics under the critical lens of 
dispossession and the imposition of conditions for belonging in the making of heritage 
and wilderness landscapes.  
 
The concluding chapter links the four articles together. Reflecting on the ways in which 
social constructions of wilderness, as well as security narratives serve to exclude farm 
dwellers from ‘sanitised’ visions of both the past and the future, I discuss how this in turn 
impacts negatively on land reform in the Province of KwaZulu-Natal. I have shown how 
structural and direct violence is embedded in struggles over belonging, the entrenchment 
of elites, the exclusion of ‘others’, and the increased securitisation of private property. 
Further to this, the accumulation of capital, and attempts to secure natural resources go 
hand in hand with the desire to maintain boundaries through the (re)creation of frontiers. 
Underlying ideologies of imagined pasts and visions for the future - what wilderness or 
nature once was, and the potential of what it can be again – continue to inform notions of 
belonging and access, as well as the order of power hierarchies. In this study I emphasise 
how contestations over belonging cannot be separated from the accumulation of wealth, 
and how trajectories of violence cannot be disentangled from processes of othering and 
identity-making. I point to the importance of considering linkages between how the 
making of wilderness landscapes is situated in global networks of wilderness capital and 
politics, as well as elites, but also how this process is informed by local histories and 
narratives. Such local narratives and contexts should not be obscured by national 
processes of land politics, or by global trends in nature conservation, as this will not only 





In dit proefschrift staan de omschakelingen centraal die een flink aantal boeren in de Zuid 
Afrikaanse provincie KwaZulu-Natal heeft gemaakt van conventionele landbouw naar 
wild(ernis)beheer. Daarbij gaat de aandacht specifiek uit naar de sociaal-politieke en 
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ruimtelijke veranderingen die met die omschakeling gepaard gaan. Belangrijke 
aandachtspunten betreffen de posities en rollen van landeigenaren en andere 
boerderijbewoners in dit proces – deze laatste groep bestaat uit landarbeiders en 
(voormalige) pachters, zij wonen (vaak al generaties lang) op land waar zij geen 
eigendomsrechten over hebben. Deze twee groepen belanghebbenden in het 
omschakelingsproces hebben elk heel verschillende privileges en bestaansmogelijkheden. 
In de inleiding van het proefschrift wordt de hoofdvraag van het proefschrift toegelicht, 
en wordt de context geschetst waarbinnen het onderzoek naar de wildboerderijen heeft 
plaatsgevonden. De hoofdvraag die ten grondslag lag aan het onderzoek luidde: Hoe 
worden processen van identiteit en verbondenheid, en de ruimtelijke aspecten die daarbij 
een rol spelen (opnieuw) vormgegeven en onderhandeld in het kader van de 
totstandkoming van wildboerderijen en nieuwe wildernissen in KwaZulu-Natal? In de 
inleiding wordt een beeld geschetst van de geschiedenis van natuurbescherming in Zuid-
Afrika en de provincie KwaZulu-Natal in het bijzonder, en worden de onderliggende 
factoren die van invloed zijn geweest op de opkomst van wildboerderijen toegelicht. Deze 
opkomst heeft een aantal belangrijke gevolgen die in dit proefschrift besproken worden. 
In de eerste plaats versterken de omschakelingen van conventionele landbouw naar 
wildbeheer de machtsongelijkheden op het platteland van Zuid-Afrika, die op hun beurt 
weer een negatieve invloed hebben op de uitvoering het landhervormingsbeleid dat de 
Zuid-Afrikaanse regering na de officiële afschaffing van de apartheid heeft 
geïntroduceerd. Verder hebben de omschakelingen zowel bestaande conflicten over 
grenzen en verbondenheid verergerd, als nieuwe conflicten veroorzaakt. Deze conflicten 
gaan samen met sterke en dominante vertogen over (on)veiligheid, die leiden tot nieuwe 
maatregelen om de veiligheid te bevorderen – door de uitsluiting van bepaalde groepen 
in de samenleving, en het toepassen van geweld. Deze uitsluiting past bij de algemene 
maatschappelijke ontwikkelingen die de drijvende kracht zijn achter de omschakelingen, 
in het bijzonder de toenemende vermarkting en vercommercialisering van natuur, 
wildernis en wilde dieren, erfgoed en cultuur – die leiden tot de privatisering van deze 
‘goederen en diensten’ en zo bijdragen aan uitsluiting.     
 
Het theoretisch vertrekpunt van deze studie is de notie dat ‘natuur’ en ‘wildernis’ sociaal 
geconstrueerd zijn, en geen objectieve werkelijkheden met een eenduidige betekenis of 
definitie. Het proefschrift bouwt voort op kritische sociaalgeografische, antropologische, 
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en cultuurhistorische benaderingen van natuur, landschap, erfgoed en geschiedenis. Al 
deze concepten zijn politiek beladen, en wanneer het gebruik ervan gedeconstrueerd 
wordt, wordt duidelijk hoe het gebruik van deze concepten de machtsrelaties op de 
wildboerderijen en de veranderingen in het landgebruik en de toegang tot dat land 
beïnvloeden. In het begrijpen en ontleden van het gebruik van deze begrippen in relatie 
tot de omschakelingen naar wildbeheer, is het belangrijk om te begrijpen hoe deze worden 
ingezet in een proces dat binnen de antropologie ‘othering’ wordt genoemd – de 
verbinding van bepaalde plaatsen/ruimtes met bepaalde sociale identiteiten resulteert in 
een scherpe afbakening tussen het ‘zelf’ en de ‘ander’. 
 
Het empirische materiaal waar dit proefschrift op gebaseerd is, is het resultaat van 
etnografisch veldwerk dat werd verricht op een zestal wildboerderijen in het grensgebied 
tussen het voormalige ‘thuisland’ KwaZulu en de voormalige provincie Natal. Daarnaast 
is ook onderzoek verricht in een recentelijk gesticht provinciaal erfgoedpark in het 
noordoosten van de huidige provincie KwaZulu-Natal. De zes wildboerderijen zijn 
verspreid over een periode van de tachtiger jaren van de vorige eeuw tot het begin van 
deze eeuw tot stand gekomen. De uitkomsten van het onderzoek laten zien dat de sociaal-
politieke en ruimtelijke consequenties van de omschakelingen naar wildbeheer tot ver 
buiten de grenzen van de boerderijen en het erfgoedpark reiken. In de inleiding van het 
proefschrift worden de uitgangspunten van het onderzoek en de gehanteerde 
onderzoeksmethoden gedetailleerd beschreven. Tevens reflecteer ik hier op mijn eigen 
positionaliteit binnen het onderzoeksveld. Het proces van toegang krijgen tot de 
wildboerderijen verliep moeizaam, en de hindernissen die werden opgeworpen zijn 
illustratief voor de heersende machtsrelaties op wildboerderijen in Zuid-Afrika, en de 
precaire positie van de (veelal niet-witte) boerderijbewoners.  
 
Het onderzoek laat zien hoe lokale geschiedenissen en ideeën over verbondenheid een 
sterke invloed hebben op het bepalen van wie en wat thuishoort op de wildboerderijen. 
Oude grenzen uit de koloniale en apartheidsperiode hebben nog steeds invloed op de 
ruimtelijke inrichting en de daarbij behorende hiërarchische relaties. In de praktijk leiden 
de omschakelingen naar wildbeheer tot een intensivering van reeds bestaande processen 
van uitsluiting, landafzettingen en verlies van banen. Deze processen staan wel op 
verschillende niveaus ter discussie. De landhervormingen die na de afschaffing van 
apartheid zijn ingevoerd waren bedoeld om de ongelijke machtsstructuren op het 
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platteland te veranderen en de rechten van boerderijbewoners te eerbiedigen. 
Landeigenaren, die zich hierdoor bedreigd voelen, proberen hun eigendom te beschermen 
en de rechten van de andere bewoners te ondermijnen door zowel gebruik te maken van 
de mazen in de wet- en regelgeving, alsook op allerlei – soms gewelddadige - 
buitengerechtelijke manieren. 
 
De hoofdtekst van het proefschrift bestaat uit vier artikelen, waarvan een aantal al eerder 
gepubliceerd is. Het eerste artikel behelst een uitbreiding op de methodologische 
discussie die in de inleiding werd gepresenteerd. Het artikel onderzoekt de 
methodologische en emotionele dynamieken van het veldwerk dat ten grondslag ligt aan 
dit proefschrift. In dit artikel, geschreven met Femke Brandt, beschrijven we hoe 
seksualiteit – als integraal onderdeel van onze positionaliteit – onze relaties en emotionele 
verhoudingen tijdens het veldwerk heeft beïnvloed, en hoe dit weer van invloed is 
geweest op de etnografische kennis die we ontwikkeld hebben. De specifieke ruimtelijke 
inrichting van de wildboerderijen, en de sterke hiërarchische machtsverhoudingen in 
relatie tot ras en gender, zorgden ervoor dat wij ons op een bepaalde manier 
positioneerden, maar leidden er ook toe dat wij op een bepaalde manier gepositioneerd 
werden door de deelnemers aan het onderzoek. In het artikel beschrijven we hoe we 
probeerden om te gaan met de emotionele uitdagingen waar die positioneringen toe 
leidden, en de belangrijke rol die onze seksualiteit daarbij speelde. Wij pleiten voor een 
vorm van etnografie waarin deze aspecten en uitdagingen, en de reflectie daarop, een 
grotere rol spelen, en zijn ervan overtuigd dat dit tot betere inzichten leidt, en de 
geloofwaardigheid en validiteit verhoogt van de kennis die we op deze wijze ontwikkelen. 
 
Er bestaat nog steeds een taboe met betrekking tot de seksualiteit van onderzoekers en de 
seksuele ervaringen van onderzoekers tijdens hun etnografisch veldwerk. Wij ontdekten 
echter, dat onze seksualiteit, net als onze andere fysieke en emotionele ervaringen, van 
cruciale invloed waren op onze relaties in het onderzoeksveld, en het onderzoek zelf. Dit 
roept de vraag op hoe wij beter kunnen reflecteren op onze positioneringen en de kennis 
die we ontwikkelen. In het artikel beargumenteren we dat onze etnografische 
verslaglegging juist sterker wordt als we meer en verschillende aspecten – zoals 
bijvoorbeeld seks en seksualiteit – betrekken in onze kritische reflectie op die 
positioneringen. Het empirische materiaal waarop het artikel is gebaseerd, ontlenen we 
beiden aan onderzoek op wildboerderijgen. Deze plekken representeren specifieke 
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beelden van wat wildernis is, die vaak geconstrueerd zijn op basis van patriarchale en 
racistische hiërarchieën. Dezelfde hiërarchieën resulteren in de versterking van conflicten 
over wie thuis is en thuishoort op deze wildboerderijen. De wildboerderijen worden zo 
plekken waar geweld, verleiding en macht belangrijke rollen vervullen, en als 
onderzoekers waren we niet in staat om ons – zowel geestelijk als lichamelijk  – daaraan 
te onttrekken. Onze strategieën in het veld waren daardoor vooral gericht op het constant 
onderhandelen van onze positie in relatie tot de thema’s macht, seks en medeplichtigheid. 
De emoties die daarmee gepaard gingen, zorgden ervoor dat wij ons soms verward, 
onthutst en soms zelfs angstig voelden. Wij hebben ervoor gekozen om onze ervaringen 
en emoties te delen, om een bijdrage te leveren aan de discussie met betrekking tot de rol 
van seksualiteit in etnografisch onderzoek, waarbij wij zowel de epistemologische, 
methodologische en praktische voordelen benadrukken van reflecties op onze relaties met 
en in het onderzoeksveld. 
 
Het tweede artikel heeft het door Alistair Fraser gemunte begrip ‘het koloniale heden’ als 
uitgangspunt. In dit artikel wordt betoogd dan de wijze waarop wildboerderijen worden 
geïnterpreteerd en gerealiseerd sterk gericht is op het bestendigen van identiteiten en 
gevoelens van verbondenheid die gebaseerd zijn op koloniale ideeën, ook met betrekking 
tot de inrichting van het landschap. Deze ideeën worden op hun beurt weer beïnvloed 
door selectieve en subjectieve interpretaties van een verleden dat tegelijkertijd als 
conflictueus, maar ook als glorieus wordt gezien. De case studie die centraal staat in dit 
artikel is gelegen in de grensgebieden van de Mzinyathi rivier, die bijna tweehonderd jaar 
lang fungeerde als de grens tussen verschillende groepen die verwikkeld waren in 
conflicten over land en de begrenzing ervan. In het artikel laat ik zien hoe op de 
wildboerderijen langs de oever van de Mzinyathi, de rivier als grens en buffer tussen de 
boerderijen en het ‘zwarte Zuid Afrika’ wordt gereconstrueerd. De door middel van 
elektrische hekken en gewapende bewakers versterkte grenzen van wildboerderijen, de 
nog immer koloniale verhoudingen tussen de boeren en de arbeiders, en de voortdurende 
angst voor ‘de ander’, afkomstig uit de zogenaamde tribale gebieden aan de andere kant 
van de rivier, wordt het ‘koloniale heden’ zowel mogelijk gemaakt als gerechtvaardigd. 
Dit leidt tot de verdringing van andere manieren om het land, en het landschap te 
interpreteren, en andere manieren om zich daarmee verbonden te voelen. Ik 
beargumenteer dat dit nadelige gevolgen heeft voor de mogelijkheden tot veranderingen 
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op het platteland, en ervoor zorgt dat ongelijkheden, onzekerheden en ongemakkelijke 
machtsrelaties verder bestendigd worden. 
 
In het derde artikel wordt de dynamiek met betrekking tot geweld op en rondom de 
wildboerderijen besproken. Het plaatst het onderzoek op de wildboerderijen in een 
bredere context van (literatuur over) ‘groene militarisering’, geweld in natuurgebieden, 
en vertogen met betrekking tot veiligheid, accumulatie en onteigening van ‘de ander’. De 
eigenaren en beheerders van de wildboerderijen en andere private natuurgebieden 
vertonen de neiging om de retoriek van natuurbeschermers aan te halen en te 
reproduceren, met een grote nadruk op de oorlog die gevoerd moet worden tegen stroperij 
en andere bedreigingen van de natuur. Daarbij leg ik de verbinding met de lokale context 
waarin de veldslagen en grensoorlogen, zoals besproken in het vorige hoofdstuk, een 
belangrijke rol spelen, alsook een verleden en heden dat gekenmerkt wordt door geweld 
en verdrijving van de niet-witte bevolking van Zuid Afrikaanse landerijen. Mijn 
onderzoek laat zien dat het op de voorgrond plaatsen van de verhalen over de processen 
van omschakeling naar wildbeheer en de verwildering van het landschap ertoe leiden dat 
de verhalen over landonteigening en verdrijving tijdens de koloniale tijd en apartheid naar 
de achtergrond verdwijnen, en elke vorm van verbondenheid van de Afrikaanse bevolking 
met het landschap ontkend wordt. De nieuwe wildernis wordt gebruikt om geweld tegen 
‘de ander’ te rechtvaardigen, alsmede de voortdurende onteigening en verdere verdrijving 
van landarbeiders en andere boerderijbewoners. De vertogen leggen de nadruk op de 
noodzaak om de nieuwe wildernis te beschermen door middel van militair-achtige 
patrouilles en bewaking, en deze wakkeren het gevoel van bedreiging door ‘de ander’ 
aan. 
 
Het vierde en laatste artikel betreft de stichting van een provinciaal erfgoed en natuurpark 
in het noordoosten van KwaZulu-Natal, en analyseert de wijze waarop pogingen om een 
19e-eeuws landschap te (re)construeren leiden tot de ontkenning van zowel de 
aanwezigheid als de geschiedenissen van landarbeiders en andere (niet-witte) bewoners 
van de boerderijen die opgekocht zijn ten behoeve van het park. Het erfgoedpark verbindt 
de eMakhosini vallei met een bestaand natuurreservaat, het Ophate Game Reserve, zodat 
een gebied ontstaat van 28 000 hectare, waar bezoekers kunnen genieten van een unieke 
combinatie van een wildernis safari met een bezichtiging van Zoeloe-erfgoed. In de 
afgelopen tweehonderd jaar, heeft het gebied zich ontwikkeld tot een lappendeken van 
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boerderijen, herinnerings- en herdenkingsplekken, en woongebieden voor landarbeiders 
en andere boerderijbewoners. De visie van de ontwerpers van het park, echter, behelst de 
creatie van een uniform landschap met alle kenmerken van een (imaginair) 19e-eeuws 
Zoeloe landschap, met loslopende wilde dieren, kuddes Nguni runderen en traditionele 
Zoeloe nederzettingen. Dit betekent een substantiële verandering van het gebied, waarin 
geen plaats is voor diegenen die, of datgene dat, niet beantwoordt aan dit beeld van hoe 
Zoeloeland er rond de 19e eeuw uitzag. De plannen voor het park behelzen een ruimtelijke 
reiniging en purificatie die met name de landarbeiders en andere boerderijbewoners treft, 
hen onzichtbaar maakt, en hen het recht op toegang en verbondenheid met het gebied 
ontzegt. Als reactie op de plannen voor het park hebben zij een officiële landclaim 
ingediend, een aanvraag voor de restitutie van het land dat zij al generaties bewonen, 
alsook een verzoek om hun officiële status als arbeidspachter (labour tenant) te erkennen, 
in de hoop dat zij het tij van de dreigende onteigening en verdrijving kunnen keren. Naast 
deze wettelijke procedures, bedienen zij zich ook van andere – buitengerechtelijke – 
vormen van verzet. Ook andere belanghebbenden hebben kritisch gereageerd op de 
plannen voor de stichting van het park, en de verhoudingen tussen de autoriteiten en de 
diverse belanghebbenden zijn gespannen. De situatie wordt ook beïnvloed door een claim 
van (de recentelijk overleden) koning Zwelithini op het land, en zijn plannen om een 
nieuw koninklijk paleis te laten bouwen in het gebied. Het gebied kent een rijke 
geschiedenis, en is sterk verbonden met diverse ontstaansmythes en legendes, en met het 
Zoeloe koninklijk huis. Tegelijkertijd is het gebied ook sterk verbonden met de 
geschiedenis van de koloniale verovering van het gebied en de vele veldslagen die er 
hebben plaatsgevonden. Het gebied is het (strijd)toneel van verschillende, en soms 
tegengestelde dynamieken, zoals landhervormingen, ontwikkelingen met betrekking tot 
de rol van de traditionele autoriteiten, herinterpretatie en verdringing van geschiedenis, 
en het creëren van nieuwe wildernis. Dit artikel verbindt deze dynamieken met elkaar, en 
analyseert deze met een kritische blik in relatie tot onteigening en het opleggen van 
voorwaarden aan de verbondenheid van verschillende belanghebbenden met het gebied. 
 
In de conclusie van het proefschrift worden de verschillende artikelen met elkaar 
verbonden. Kijkend naar de wijze waarop de nieuwe wildernissen sociaal geconstrueerd 
worden, en in combinatie met vertogen over (on)veiligheid leiden tot de uitsluiting van 
landarbeiders en (voormalige) pachters en het ontkennen van hun plek in een 
opgeschoonde versie van de geschiedenis, bespreek ik de negatieve effecten hiervan op 
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het proces van landhervormingen in KwaZulu-Natal. In het proefschrift laat ik zien hoe 
zowel structureel geweld als direct fysiek geweld ingebed zijn in de strijd over 
verbondenheid met het gebied, de verdere versterking van de positie van elites, de 
uitsluiting van ‘anderen’, en de toenemende nadruk op en beveiliging van eigendom. De 
accumulatie van kapitaal, en pogingen om de controle te behouden over de natuurlijke 
hulpbronnen in het gebied gaan hand in hand met de wens om oude koloniale grenzen te 
behouden en te beschermen, en een nieuw front tegen ‘de ander’ te vormen. In dit 
proefschrift benadruk ik dat de conflicten over identiteit en verbondenheid niet los kunnen 
worden gezien van het vergaren van rijkdom, en hoe geweld verweven is met processen 
van identiteitsvorming en ‘othering’. Het is daarbij belangrijk rekening te houden met het 
feit dat het creëren van nieuwe wildernissen ingebed is in mondiale netwerken van elites 
die zich bezighouden met de politiek van natuur(bescherming) en het vergroten van het 
aan de natuur onttrokken kapitaal. Dit betekent echter niet dat lokale geschiedenissen en 
verhalen niet van belang zijn. We moeten ervoor waken dat dergelijke lokale 
geschiedenissen en de lokale context niet onzichtbaar gemaakt worden in binnen de 
nationale landpolitiek, of binnen de analyse van mondiale trends en ontwikkelingen met 
betrekking tot natuurbescherming. Een dergelijke onzichtbaarheid leidt er niet alleen toe 
dat onrechtvaardigheden uit het verleden niet rechtgezet worden, maar zorgt er ook voor 
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All research participants have been anonymised. Names used here are pseudonyms. The 
locations of the interviews are deliberately kept vague for anonymity purposes. 
 
Participant(s) Date Place 
Amafa representative 5 September 2007 Durban 
Farm dwellers (group interview) 3 November 2007 eMakhosini Valley 
Farm dweller representative 3 November 2007 eMakhosini Valley 
Amafa representative 5 November 2007 eMakhosini Valley 
Farm dwellers (group interview) 26 November 2007 eMakhosini Valley 
Land Affairs representative 27 November 2007 Pietermaritzburg 
Landowner 4 December 2007 eMakhosini valley 
Landowner 13 December 2007 eMakhosini valley 
Landowner 14 December 2007 eMakhosini valley 
Ezemvelo representative  13 December 2007 Ophathe Game Reserve 
Farm dwellers (group interview) 26 January 2008 eMakhosini Valley 
Landowner 29 January 2008 eMakhosini Valley 
Amafa representative 12 February 2008 Ulundi 
Farm dweller spokesperson 30 April 2008 eMakhosini valley 
Owner and manager Farm A 6 September 2011 Rorke’s Drift 
Farm manager Farm D 6 September 2011 Rorke’s Drift 
Owner Farm E 6 September 2011 Helpmekaar 
‘Baba M’ 7 September 2011 Elandskraal 
Former owner Farm B 7 September 2011 Rorke’s Drift 
Former caretaker of Farm C 7 September 2011 Elandskraal 
Game farmers 7 September 2011 Rorke’s Drift and 
Elandskraal 
Chairperson Farm B trust 2 December 2011 Rorke’s Drift 
Farm dwellers and game ranger Farm A 2 December 2011 Rorke’s Drift 
‘Msizi’ 3 December 2011 Rorke’s Drift 
Former caretaker Farm C  3 December 2011 Elandskraal 
‘Baba M’ and his son 11 February 2012 Uitval 
Former caretaker of Farm C 11 February 2012 Elandskraal 
Farm manager Farm D  13 February 2012 Rorke’s Drift  
II 
Farm dwellers Farm D 13 February 2012 Rorke’s Drift  
‘Gogo’ 15 February 2012 Msinga 
Son to land beneficiary Farm C 25 February 2012 Elandskraal 
Game farmer and lodge owner 27 February 2012 Dundee 
‘Ma Sibaya’ 29 February 2012 Dundee 
‘Ma Makopane’ 29 February 2012 Dundee 
‘Baba M’ 17 July 2012 Uitval 
Trust member Farm B trust 29 November 2012 Rorke’s Drift 
Former farm dwellers from Farm B 30 November 2012 Rorke’s Drift 
Farm dweller representative Farm A 2 December 2012 Rorke’s Drift 
Game farmers 3 December 2012 Rorke’s Drift and 
Elandskraal 
Professional hunter Farm E  Helpmekaar 
Owner Farm E  Helpmekaar 
Mediator, labour tenant claim Farm C 25 June 2013 Pietermaritzburg 
Former game ranger Farm A 3 July 2013 Rorke’s Drift 
Trust member Farm B trust 4 July 2013 Rorke’s Drift 
Farm dweller spokesperson 16 October 2013 Telephonic (eMakhosini) 
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